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      When the Blood Hunter Moon rises in Scorpio and kisses the sun, the magic and love of the Meadowbrooke women will be no more.

      Bellatrix Meadowbrooke, Princess of Maldinia, has been betrothed to a man she does not love. On a gloomy autumn night she makes her escape from the castle and loses her memory after hitting her head in the wood.

      A year later, Bellatrix has her memory healed by the Good Witches of the Woods only to discover she bears a curse that forbids her from expressing love. To add to that she remembers she has a twin sister and they both are witches.

      To break the curse, Bellatrix and Jaiyana must journey across the realm to the Cave of Aldenshine to battle a ferocious dragon for the Crystals of Time. Then they must return home to the palace and face Bellatrix’s betrothed who has taken over as king. The two must reclaim their title as queens and prove to their father that women are capable of rule. This all must occur before the end of the lunar eclipse, for if the princesses do not break the spell before the Blood Hunter Moon sets, they will never find true love.
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      “Bellatrix, you cannot stay here! You must leave!” cried Jaiyana. “He is coming!”

      Foggy mists swirled around the silhouettes of two young royal princesses, cloaking them from danger.  The massive castle of Maldinia loomed over them. The stone railing outlined their hiding place, and pillars bore statues of dragons. An eerie silence echoed through the castle chambers, and colors of red, yellow, and orange leaves swirled through the air.

      Eighteen-year-old Bellatrix Meadowbrooke stared into her sister’s face, an exact copy of her own. Dark wavy hair fell to their waists, and their slender bodies were adorned in elegant garments. Amber eyes sparkled under thick lashes, and plump lips turned pressed together in worry.

      “B-but what about you?” asked Bellatrix looking at her twin. The only difference between the two was the fact Jaiyana limped from a deformity suffered at birth. She used a long staff with intricately woven designs to help her walk. She hid the talisman from her father who often looked at her with disdain.

      Jaiyana shook her head. “Father does not care about me! You see my stance. It makes me unsuitable for marriage, unsuitable for motherhood, unsuitable for anything. He simply tolerates me. But you are the one he is concerned about. Now that we are eighteen, he is going to arrange a hideous marriage to horrid Prince Roarke, and your life will be miserable until the day you die.”

      Bellatrix looked out into the distant woods. Blood coursed hot through her veins and her heart beat in fury. This was their kingdom; they were the future heirs to the throne. Yet their royal claim was denied them, because their father did not believe a woman was capable of ruling a realm.

      Something soft and warm pressed itself against Bellatrix’s leg, weaving in and out around her feet. She looked down to see their cat Jinx maneuvering himself between the two princesses. With trembling hands,she picked up the black feline and cradled him in her arms. Jinx’s eyes glowed yellow like the stars in the sky.

      “This is an outrage,” she hissed. “This is our home. We must defend it!”

      “How can we?” replied Jaiyana.

      Before Bellatrix could reply, the neigh of a horse could be heard in the distance. From the nearby castle, their lady’s maid poked her head out of the upper window casement.

      “He is here! If you are going to escape, you had better do it now!”

      The princess took a deep breath and let the cool air fill her lungs. She would not become a wife to a man she did not love. Her kingdom would not fall to the hands of a king through an arranged marriage. She placed Jinx into Jayiana’s arms.

      “I will come back,” she whispered. After giving her twin a hug, Bellatrix pulled up the hood on her cloak. She raced down the stone steps littered with fallen leaves and into the dark woods that surrounded the castle.

      Tall tree limbs filled with stubborn leaves blocked most of the moonlight, casting the forest in darkness. Sharp briars bursting from thorn bushes snagged Bellatrix’s gown as she raced through the underbrush as quickly as her legs would take her. Her heart pounded against her rib cage, and her chest heaved as her lungs fought to take in as much air as possible. Above her head she could hear the owls hooting, never a sign of good fortune, and eerie noises jumped out at every turn.

      Goosebumps broke out along her skin, and beads of sweat appeared on her forehead. The princess had no idea where she was headed. She knew she had to get as far away from the castle of Maldinia as possible.

      I should have brought a lantern with me, she chided herself, but she knew a glow of light on a dark night would give her away. Discovery was the last misfortune she needed should her unwanted betrothed find her. Her body threatened to give out from exhaustion, yet she willed herself to continue to run. A sensation ran along her body and bubbled in her stomach. She was unsure of what it was,but it felt as if her soul was trying to tell her something.

      A rustle to her right startled Bellatrix. She jumped to the side and her foot caught in an exposed tree root. She fell, hit her head on a boulder, and lay still.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One year later...

      

      

      Light from the open window fell across Bellatrix’s closed lids. Fluttering her long lashes, she opened her eyes at the sound of the bedroom door creaking. Sitting up, she turned to see Iris enter her room.

      “Good morning, my dear. Did you have a good night’s sleep?” Iris was a short elderly woman with thick white hair that fell in cascades to her waist.

      Bellatrix shook her head. “No.” For the past three weeks the same dream has plagued her soul. In her nightmare, she was running through the woods. Something was chasing her, but she could not see anything. She also had this feeling that a part of herself was missing, and she needed to find it, but she did not know what it was that she had lost.

      “It could be your memory starting to awaken,” observed the kind woman. “The village healer said that your mind would return when it was ready.”

      Bellatrix sighed. It had almost been a year since Iris had found her in the woods. The white-haired woman had been out picking berries when she found the young maiden lying on the ground with a wound to her head. Iris went for help and got the huntsman to carry Bellatrix back to her cottage. Unconscious when she was taken in by the good-hearted woman, the young maiden woke in a strange house with no recollection of her past. The only evidence she could remember was her name: Bellatrix; everything else was forgotten. She had no memory of who she was nor why she was in the woods. Upon examining her, the village healer told her that the head injury had caused a form of forgetfulness. When her mind had fully recovered, her memory would return. Yet here she was, a year later, with her identity still forgotten.

      “No need to feel distressed. Remembrance shall come when it is ready. I told you that you are welcome to stay here as long as it takes for your thoughts to return. I enjoy the company of one so young. As a pretty maiden, you possess an intelligence that speaks of costly tutors and a well-stocked library. You are no ordinary young lady. When the time comes for you to remember who you truly are, there will be repercussions throughout the realm. Now it is time for us to make the jams.” Iris closed the door behind her.

      Bellatrix got up and changed into her plain brown dress and apron. Iris lived in a small cottage on the outskirts of Maldinia near the forest. Her gentle benefactor concocted delicious recipes from ancient sources that turned wild berries into luscious, magical jams. Iris sold her unique delectables for a good price at the market in town. They brought happiness and good health to those who consumed the savory flavors of such fantastic fruits. For it is always in the fruits that the magic appears.

      Moving the objects on the table, the young maiden looked for her hairbrush that had gone missing.

      “Everything goes missing, just like my thoughts,” grumbled Bellatrix. Lately she felt a strong agitation throughout her body as if her soul were trying to tell her something, but the message could not get through. “Ugh! Hairbrush! Where are you? Come here!”

      Her eyes flicked upward to look at herself in the mirror and she gasped. Her missing hairbrush floated behind her. With graceful movements, the brush glided through the air and landed on the table in front of her. Bellatrix’s heart thumped wildly within her chest. She rubbed her eyes and tried to make sense of what she had just seen. The runaway brush lay in waiting for her hand to embrace it and maneuver the bristles through her hair.

      “Bellatrix, come on dear, we have a long day of jam making ahead of us.” Iris’ voice danced in her eardrums. The amber-eyed maiden told herself what she had seen was an hallucination and headed to the kitchen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sweat beaded on Bellatrix’s forehead and matted her hair against the back of her neck as she stirred the jam in the pot on the fire. The sun was high in the sky and the young guest along with Iris had spent most of the day creating different exquisite flavors and packaging them in glass jars with their signature green ribbon.

      Iris tied a bow around a jar of elderberry jam. “Bellatrix, it is time for tea. You have been working hard,” she called.

      Wiping her face, Bellatrix looked at the crates of jam stacked next to the table. “I think we need another combination to entice the village folk to buy our wares.”

      “Your peach and blueberry jam was most favorably received,” noted Iris. “Do you think we need another new one?”

      Nodding, Bellatrix looked around the messy kitchen. “The more coins we can bring into our coffers each week, the more security will ensure that we may purchase items needed to run the farm. Once our profits increase, we could acquire cows and sheep and use their milk and wool to bring to the market.

      “Ay, Bellatrix, I do not know what I would do without you. Your brilliant ideas for fruit preserves have helped me more than you know.”

      Smiling, Bellatrix reached for a basket on a hook by the door. “I am going into the woods to gather some boysenberries for our next batch.”

      “And I am sure a handsome young man will be waiting for you by the waterfall,” Iris gave her a wink.

      Bellatrix bit back a smile, “I will be back.” Twirling her basket in her hand, she waltzed out the door.

      Autumn breezes played merrily with the locks of the pretty berry maid as she entered the woods. The forest held secrets hidden in its mighty branches. Lingonberry bushes grew beside a small pond, a sanctuary that held a place dear to Bellatrix’s heart. A section where love sang on the wind and safety was felt through the mist came from a majestic waterfall, a breathtaking oasis where her soul felt at peace.

      Bellatrix stepped off the path and sat on a giant log that faced the cascading waves.

      Clacking of hooves sounded behind her and a voice called, “Hello, Beautiful!”

      A grin spread across her face as she turned to see a magnificent white horse trot to the pond. On top of the horse was a marvellously well-formed young man with a lace-up blue shirt and dark pants. A sword hung at his waist.

      Jumping to her feet, the young woman ran over to the fellow who scooped her up in his arms.

      “Eryx!” she cried as his lips touched hers and his warm embrace housed the comfort she needed while her brain remained in a fog.

      Eryx was an armourer who made and supplied weapons for the castle where the royal family lived. He resided alone in a cabin at the edge of the woods.

      For almost a year, the two had been courting. She had met Eryx shortly after she had been found by Iris in the woods. Through the subsequent months, while picking berries, she suffered the sense that she had been running from something frightening, but she was never sure what that was. Her dreams often found her afraid of a dark shadow, and she experienced the oddest feeling that she knew who that shadow was. But she could not quite see the face to identify the person who filled her with such terror. When she found Eryx, kindness sent the shadow away. She was happy in his company.

      “How are you feeling, my love?” asked Eryx as he brushed his hand gently against her face.

      “Alas, my memory has still not returned. I do not know what I am going to do if I cannot regain my identity.”

      Eryx’s deep green irises rested on her furrowed brow. “Have faith, my love. The world works wonders even when we do not believe so. After all, it has brought us together.”

      Bellatrix gave him a smile. She thought back to the first time they had met. It had been a week after Iris had found her unconscious in the woods and taken her in. Feeling confused and full of anxiety, she decided to take a stroll to the forest to see if she could jog her memory. She had been standing near the waterfall, trying to remember what had happened before her accident when a beautiful white horse came crashing through the bushes. The horse was visibly upset and began rearing up on hind legs. Using patience and kindness, the lovely berrypicker tried to calm the beast and succeeded as if by magic. A few moments later, exhausted, Eryx came through the woods in search of his horse. He had no idea what had frightened his stalwart steed, but the minute his eyes had fallen upon the dark-haired beauty, he knew he loved her. After a few meetings in the woods, the two had fallen hopelessly in love with one another.

      “For that, I am grateful, my dearest,”  replied Bellatrix. “However, I cannot abandon the fact that there is trouble in my past. I need to know who I am. I know my name, but I do not know when I was born or where I come from. I have no idea who I am.”

      “I know you are the love of my life, and I wish for us to be together always.” Eryx reached into his pocket. His eyes widened as he began to pat all of his pockets in an urgent manner. “I thought I had brought it with me,” he muttered to himself.

      “Have you lost something?” asked Bellatrix.

      “I - oh, never mind.  I am sure it is at home. I am so sorry. I thought I had it where it was safe.” Eryx scratched his head. “I wanted to ask you something, but now I cannot. Without the treasure, I do not wish to be disrespectful.”

      Bellatrix’s heart fluttered in her chest. She believed she knew what her beau wanted to ask her, and even without the desired object, she wanted to hear him say it. “Go ahead,” she begged. “It is alright, my love.  Please say what is on your mind.”

      Nodding, Eryx took her hands in his and sank to one knee. “Bellatrix, my darling, would you…” The sentence was unfinished as Eryx began to cough. “Sorry, my dear, would you…” again Eryx stopped abruptly and was unable to continue.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Bellatrix, “Are you alright, my love?”

      Eryx rose to his feet. “I must be unwell, for as much as I try to say the words you long to hear, my tongue will not allow the words to be spoken.”

      “How peculiar,” mused Bellatrix. “My answer lies within my heart. I say…”

      Before the happy forest dweller could produce the word ‘yes,’ a fit of coughs racked her body. “Eryx I….” Her lips barred her from producing the phrase of romance.

      She clasped her hands to her chest. An utterance that she had been able to say so easily a week ago was now lost to the wind. “Dear heart, it seems I too am unable to say the sentiments of affection.”

      “It appears acts of wickedness have been bestowed upon us, my darling.” responded Eryx.

      “I know how I feel about you,” whispered Bellatrix.

      “And I about you,” responded the armourer, “Then we are in agreement?”

      Bellatrix nodded, “I only wish we could speak it for the world to hear. Our desire for one another is now held prisoner in our souls with our tongues as the guard.” Her eyes sparkled with hope as an idea came to her. Grabbing her lover’s arm, she cried. “We must go tell Iris. She has a knack for this sort of conundrum. I know she will be able to help us.”
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        * * *

      

      “You are cursed!”

      Bellatrix and her beau’s eyes widened as Iris’ revelation rang throughout the cabin.

      The old woman got up from the table and walked over to the cupboard. She pulled out a faded leather-bound book. Flipping through the pages, her finger ran over the various words on the sheet. “Ah here it is. The Curse of Lovers. When two people in love want to express their affection,  they are unable to do so. Words of romance are forgotten, and couples are unable to confess their deepest desires or agree to any form of matrimonial commitment. Their love remains bottled inside, unable to escape into the world.”

      “Someone has hexed us and we do not even know who it is?” asked Bellatrix.

      Iris held out her palm to place her hand in the palm of the befuddled Bellatrix. Upon doing so, the elderly woman let out a gasp. “It is you who bears the misfortune, my dear. A dull, dark tinge upon the fingernails shows desperation of emotion. The heart cries in silence. Tears speak for words unspoken.” She looked at Eryx’s nails. “You have been spared, but Bellatrix has projected her jinx upon you.”

      Jinx?  Thought Bellatrix. Why does that name sound so familiar? “Why did someone place black magic upon me?” she asked.

      Pondering her question, Iris shook her head. “That answer I do not know. But I have a feeling it has something to do with your past, my dear, that your memory refuses to acknowledge.”

      “How can we regain her memory?” asked Eryx. “If my beloved can remember, then we can break this spell and marry.”

      “Tisk, tisk,” replied Iris as she continued to flip through the pages. “It appears this hex will not be so easy to break. There are levels to love curses, and it appears this one is the most powerful. A bewitchment made in the act of envy and jealousy. A charm of possession. A conjuring of anger and not wanting another to experience true love.” She clasped her wrinkled hand to her chest, and the creases in her forehead deepened. “This curse was created during an October full moon near All Hallow’s Eve. You must find a way to break this incantation or it may last forever!”

      “How can we break this hex?” asked Bellatrix, tears forming in her eyes.

      “You must go deep into the woods until the trees become ghosts. There you will find the Good Witches of the Woods. They shall have the answer you seek. I only know general knowledge of curses, but they will have the secret to vindication.”

      The Good Witches of the Woods was another name that produced an echo of familiarity to the sweet guest that Iris wanted so badly to help.

      “You must go now, for every minute wasted makes the power grow stronger, and it could mean a life without true love.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking deep into the forest, the two lovers pondered what the other one was thinking. Farther than they had ever gone before, Bellatrix thought of their secret grotto where the beautiful waterfall and quiet pond flooded feelings of a settled life. They were miles away from their gathering place. She tightened her grip on Eryx's hand. Ever since they had received the devastating news of the evil spell, they had fallen into an awkward silence. A curse was the most dangerous fate to befall any innocent couple.

      While her mouth made no sounds, her brain was chattering. Who would curse her? What had she done to someone  to cause that person to take away the ability for her to give and receive love? She groaned inwardly. If only she could remember.

      “You do not have to take this journey with me, Eryx,” she bowed her head. “It is I who is cursed, not you. If you do not wish to be with me, I understand. Why would anyone want to spend eternity with someone who has no memory of her past?”

      Her beloved armourer stopped and looked at her as if she had uttered a foreign phrase.

      “What on Earth are you talking about, my dear?”

      “What if the witches tell us that the curse cannot be broken? Will we not be able to marry?”

      “Why would you want to be with someone who cannot state her affections?”

      Eryx put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her amber eyes. “My darling, you know how I feel about you. I may not be able to say the proper words or ask you the question that will make our souls complete, but I do know that my heart belongs to only you. We will break this curse, and if not,  we will continue as we are. For I know I cannot live without you by my side. We may not be able to verbalize our affections yet, but our hearts and souls communicate with each other silently everyday.”

      A smile crept across Bellatrix’s face, and her heart leaped with joy. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. “Then together we shall be, with or without words.”

      Swooping down from above, the cackle of a raven disturbed the romantic moment. The lovers were separated as the dark-feathered bird dived down between them, swooped overhead, and took off into the sky.

      “Ay, it seems the curse walks among us with every intention of separating us for good,” noted Eryx. “It appears we are lost, as well.”

      Turning around Bellatrix attempted to make sense of the surroundings; however, each tree trunk appeared to be a twin of the next. The rustle of the wind through the branches sent a shower of multi-colored leaves onto the couple. Pulling out a red leaf from her dark locks, a chill ran up her spine. The darkness of the woods and filtered lighting through the boughs make her fearful. She was not sure why, but a growing sensation told her she had been here before. Eryx called to her, and she broke from her moment of pensive thought.

      “No, dear heart, we are not lost,” replied Bellatrix. “Iris told us we must journey to where the trees become ghosts.” She pointed to a grove of trees that were the color of snow. The uniqueness that surrounded the particular section of woods was the fact that trees resembled the rest of the coppice, only they were pure white. The trunk, branches, and remaining leaves glistened in the light as if covered in ice, but the phantom cluster rang true to its name for the flora indeed resembled ghosts.

      Reaching forward, Eryx took her hand and together they walked toward the ghosts. As they neared the silent sentinels, the demoiselle felt a jarring within her soul. A feeling of agitation swept through her body as if her heart were trying to communicate to her, but her brain kept severing the connection.

      Entering into the domain of the Good Witches, Bellatrix noted how the ghostly trees harbored green ivy, and the lush grass was embroidered with various colors of flowers. The atmosphere delivered a sense of peace and serenity. It was the same sensation she felt when she and Eryx were in their secret place.

      A woman appeared before them, which caused the couple to jump back in surprise. She was beautiful with long blonde hair and a jeweled headpiece woven into her locks. Slender and agile, she was clothed in emerald garments.

      “Hello, Bellatrix and Eryx, I was wondering when you two would be arriving,” she beamed a smile.

      “H-How do you know our names?” asked Eryx.

      “We Witches of the Woods know everything.” She roved her eyes over the maiden and her armourer. “Have no fear, we only wish to help.” Behind the witch, a group of enchanters appeared, men and women of various stature and size. “I am Tiahanna,” the witch gestured towards tree stumps for them to be seated. Once comfortable upon a cushion-covered oak ottoman, Tiahanna clasped her hands together, formed her fingers as if in contemplation, and looked through emerald green eyes at the loving couple. As her gaze brightened, light began to emulate through her fingertips.

      “Darkness surrounds you both, and your future together is in peril,” she narrowed her eyes whose color deepened.

      “Ah, actually that is I who lies in darkness, for I have been hexed,” confessed Bellatrix. “It appears we have received the sovereignty of the Lover's Curse. A spell of the highest powers, and if it is not broken soon, it will last forever.”

      Tiahanna tilted her head at the young maiden. “You do not remember why you have been cursed?” Bellatrix shook her head. The Good Witch reached forward and placed the back of her hand to the unfortunate lady’s forehead. “A wound to the skull inflicts scars that disrupts the brain from remembrance.”

      “I know,” replied Bellatrix, “I have suffered this malady for almost a year.”

      “It does no good to break a curse when one cannot remember the reason for the purpose. A young maiden can bring about an unwanted betrothal. Or should I say, your royal highness, Princess of Maldinia.”

      A twitch of pain flicked at her brain, Princess of Maldinia? She was not the only princess.

      “Princess?” gasped Eryx. “I knew the King had daughters, but I thought they were already married.” The armourer shook his head. “This cannot be. How is it possible that the King would let his daughter go missing for almost a year and not send an army to find her?”

      Daughters?

      Bellatrix felt as if her brain were beginning to awaken from a long slumber. The idea of more than one daughter seemed old and new at the same time.

      Tiahanna cleared her throat. “In the line of monarchy, only one principle is presented to the realm, the Rule of Order and Peace. What goes on behind palace doors is never meant to be made public. The royal pages who deliver messages from the palace always shield themselves with layer upon layer of veils. Truth is often lost in the mist of good intentions. Within our little hamlet, we are at the outskirts of the realm where news often reaches us long after events have taken place. You have no idea what has been going on at the grand edifice. Evil lies in wait.”

      The Good Witch smiled in secrecy. She walked over to a brook that ran through the phantom trees and dipped her fingers into the water.

      “In order to dispel the bitterness and hatred that has been projected onto you, we must bring forth the memory that has been lost. To bring the past into now will be the key to saving your souls, your love, your family, and all of the realm.”

      Walking over to Bellatrix, the witch placed her hands on the damsel’s head, one hand on the back of the skull and the other on her forehead. “Close your eyes,” she commanded.  Bellatrix did as she was told. The witch hummed softly and a purple glow began to surround the two. From behind her closed eyelids, Bellatrix listened to the melody as she felt the warmth from the conjurer’s hands massage her brain. The shadows that had plagued her thoughts for months metaphorized into images of faces that were recognizable, but the names were out of her reach.

      Princess of Maldinia,

      One of two.

      Born under the Red Hunter Moon.

      In Scorpio.

      A twin.

      Twin?

      Sister, sister!

      Bellatrix felt the whirlwind of thoughts flood her soul as her brain broke down the barriers of memory loss that had kept her identity captive for so long.

      Princess, I am a princess. I have a sister, J-Jaiyana. Jaiyana! Where is she?

      A vision appeared before her. She was looking down at hands that intertwined with hers. Raising her head, she stared into a face that mirrored her own. Jaiyana, her twin.

      “Bellatrix, you cannot stay here! You must leave!” cried Jaiyana. “He is coming! Prince Roarke has been betrothed to you. You must leave now or your life will be miserable forever.”

      “I will come back,” she felt the words escape her lips as she raced towards the dark woods where she would fall and lose her memory which Tiahanna had now restored.

      Jaiyana, my beautiful twin, how could I have forgotten you? Where are you?

      With a scream Bellatrix opened her eyes as Tiahanna removed her hands. Tears began to stream down her face as she cried, “Jaiyana! Where is she?”

      Eryx gathered her into his arms as he stroked her head. “Hush, my love, do not cry, I am here.”

      “Jaiyana,” cried Bellatrix.

      “She is safe but must be saved,” answered Tiahanna. “You must go to her, for she is the half of you which will be needed to save both of you. Your sister also bears this curse.”

      Bellatrix pulled herself from the comforting embrace of her lover and looked the witch in the eye. “What do you mean?”

      “This lover’s curse has not only been placed on you but your twin sister and all future Meadowbrooke women.”

      “You have a twin,” whispered Eryx.

      Bellatrix nodded.  “All of this has been my father’s doing. As King he wanted a young prince.” The memories started to flow back to her mind. “H-He did not want a woman on the throne. He w-was trying to marry me to someone I did not love. I-I do not understand why he would plight my troth without my permission.”

      Eryx reached forward and took her hand in his. She gave him a small smile and was grateful for the warmth of his palm against hers.

      Tiahanna beamed, “Your memory returns in small waves, but in order to speed the process, I will tell your tale, dear princess. A tale of sadness, but only you can determine the ending.” The blonde witch cleared her throat and spoke

      “Long ago in our land of enchantment and great beauty, the ruler of Maldinia was a king with a frozen heart, selfish in his interests, narrow in his vision, unfeeling in his emotions. As a ruler, he meted out judgement with an iron fist, listened to arguments with a closed ear, and issued sentences of penance with no regret.

      “Over time, there was an announcement that his queen was with child, and the people of Maldinia rejoiced. At last an heir would be born who could bring a legacy of change to the realm. The monarchs differed in their vision of an heir. The King wished for a young prince and the Queen only desired a healthy child.

      “The King would soon find out that Fate does not always give us what our hearts want. On a frigid October night, the sky was illuminated by the Blood Hunter Moon, a supermoon in the sign of Scorpio. It was under that immense orb of night tinged with red that the queen gave birth to twin daughters.

      “Anger filled the King’s heart. He was outraged. How could Fate have treated him this way? He became even more irate when the midwife told him that the queen’s labor had been detrimental to her body. She would never be able to carry or birth children again. The twin princesses would forever be his only heirs.

      “The ruler stormed out of the chamber to his private quarters. This was unacceptable. The true monarch was always and ever a young prince. For it was a prince who had the education and was given the desserts of the palace. It was the prince who was given the powers of negotiation and skills of war. Lastly, it was the prince who would eventually take over the throne once the King passed to his reward. Daughters were not worthy of that kind of responsibility. Daughters were unworthy in all respects. In the mind of the King, he would not allow a princess to take over his throne. Maldinia was a land of enchantment, a gift from his own father. He would find a way to place a young man upon the throne, even if it was through the arrangement of marriage. Knowing he would never have another child, the King accepted the fact that a son-in-law chosen by him would be the next best option.

      “The queen worried for her daughters' futures. She knew her husband would never allow a woman to rule the throne. The King would marry his daughters to a prince of a neighboring kingdom with the most wealth, a plan that would expand his empire. He did not care about his daughters finding true love or about their happiness.

      “While the King plotted, the queen prayed to The Good Witches of the Forest to keep her children safe. On the Winds of Hope the Witches heard her plea, and they granted the queen’s wish. The mysterious weavers of spells gave the girls a precious gift: the power of magic.”

      A smirk spread across Tiahanna’s face as Bellatrix’s eyes widened. “This is our birth story! It was never told to me. You are saying that I am a witch?”

      “You are one of us, child,” replied Tiahanna. “The Witches of the Woods do not grant favors often, but the unfair treatment of women deserves our full attention.”

      “Why did no one ever tell me I was a witch?”

      “Because they did not know. Your emergence as a woman of magic would come when you needed it most, which is now. I am sure throughout your upbringing, and also lately, you felt a sense of urgency in your soul. An intuition that something was trying to come forth but was not ready.”

      Bellatrix nodded. “I still do not know who cursed me.”

      “You're betrothed of course,” replied the witch. “A year ago, in October, you made your great escape from Maldinia castle.”

      “Yes, my father wished me to marry Prince Roarke of Centenshire. He was a wealthy heir to his throne, and my father believed it would make the Maldinian empire stronger to combine the two thrones under one ruler.”

      “Ah, but what your father did not know was that Prince Roarke was skilled in wizardry. What makes that fact more terrifying is his unrelenting desire to have you as his wife. The night of your escape was also the night of the Blood Hunter Full Moon, the same lunar phase that you were born under. When your escape became known throughout the palace, Roarke was furious that your father had broken his promise of the marriage. He took your parents captive and claimed the throne as his own.”

      “What about Jaiyana?”

      “She escaped. However, the livid prince was not only upset at the King, but upset with you, Bellatrix, for your disappearance meant a rejection, and no one refuses the Prince of Centenshire. Under the full moon, he uttered a curse that would bar the Meadowbrook women from finding true love and never knowing happiness. Never in their lifetimes could they speak words of love to anyone.”

      “How do we break the curse?” asked Bellatrix.

      Folding her arms, Tiahanna raised an eyebrow. “In order for me to tell you that, I must ask a favor in return. The secrets to breaking a curse of such magnitude will require you to embark on a journey where risk of life is high liability. If you do succeed and take back what is rightfully yours, then I would like to be rewarded for the knowledge I have bestowed upon you.”

      “I agree to your terms. What do you desire?” asked Bellatrix. “I am afraid I do not have much money.”

      “Witches have no need for money, witches have magic. Money is less than desirable to a powerful woman like myself,” replied Tiahanna. She turned to the other conjurers who were seated among the trees watching the interaction intently. “The Good Witches of the Woods and myself ask for Recognition.”

      “Recognition?” repeated Bellatrix.

      “Yes. For many years we have been confined to our home among the ghost trees, for your father had forbidden magic and banished us from the kingdom. That is why we live at the border of the realm. We have many talents that we wish to use to help others and make society a better place, but we cannot help the people of Maldinia because your father has taken away our rights as citizens of the realm.”

      “I accept your request,” replied Bellatrix.

      “Then I must ask for a token to keep until the promise of Recognition is fulfilled. An object of value.”

      Looking down at her hand, on her forefinger was a golden ring cast in the shape of a crown, a connection to her past. Bellatrix’s memory told her that her sister possessed the same ring. A gift to them from their mother. With trembling hands she removed the worldly possession from her finger and placed it into the witch’s outstretched palm. “This is all I have.”

      “It will do,” replied Tiahanna as she put the ring into the pocket of her gown, “to hold until the payment of Recognition has been achieved.”

      The witch moved her hands apart from each other, and a yellow mist began to form between her fingers. Tiahanna began to speak in a low voice. “This year the Blood Hunter Moon returns again, the same phase that was present during the time of your birth and Roarke’s casting of the curse. The Blood Hunter Moon appears once every eighteen years. However, out of the conjure of magic within the enchantment of the woods, Fate has decided the Blood Hunter Moon will appear for a second year in a row. This creates trouble, for this time it will be a supermoon, when the lunar orbit is closest to our realm. This will occur in the shadow creating a lunar eclipse which symbolizes completion and the height of power. If the curse is not broken before the moon moves out of the eclipse, then the curse Roarke has placed upon you will become permanent forever. One of the enhancements of our blessing upon your person is that your magic will be the strongest, which will heighten your chances of success in this quest that may end your life.”

      “In order to break the curse, you must first find your sister. As twins, your powers are stronger together, and you will need each other to achieve victory. Then you will travel to the cave of Aldenshine. There you will obtain three crystals to aid in your fight.”

      “What do we do when we find the crystals?” asked Eryx.

      “The answer will come when it is time,” replied Tiahanna. “In order to prepare for your battle, you must learn to use your powers.” She motioned for a young wizard to come forth.

      “This is my nephew Grünholz.  He is very skilled in the art of magic and will be your guide on the journey ahead. I also have someone else who will be resourceful in your quest.”

      A black cat jumped onto the tree stump next to Bellatrix. Its silhouette appeared familiar.

      “Jinx!” cried the princess as she cuddled the cat in her arms. She felt a sense of connection to her sister. The emerald-eyed feline had been the twins' pride and joy.

      “Bellatrix! I missed you! Easy there! Wow, Princess, your powers have made you quite strong,” Jinx spoke.

      The maiden gasped, “You can talk?”

      “I always could talk!  When you believed in magic, it opened the door for anything to  be possible; therefore, now you can hear me speak,” purred Jinx as he rubbed against her arm.

      “In order to take back what is rightfully yours, you must connect the past with the present and future,” said Tiahanna, “What better way than to reunite you with your beloved pet since childhood.”

      “Thank you, Tiahanna,” murmured Bellatrix.

      “You can thank me if you fulfill your destiny. I feel the effects of the growing supermoon and the oncoming eclipse. You must hurry. For when the Blood Hunter Moon rises in Scorpio and kisses the sun, the magic and love of the Meadowbrooks will be no more.”
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        * * *

      

      “I am a witch,” murmured Bellatrix. Her fingertips tingled and her arms trembled. An awakening soared throughout her body, and she felt the magic within her looking for a way to be released. She held Jinx in her arms and stroked his soft fur.

      “A princess witch,” added Eryx as he stepped closer to her.

      “I am sorry. This must be quite a shock to you. To think I believed I was one of the village inhabitants who had lost her way during the time I had forgotten my past.”

      “To be honest, my dear, I always believed you there was something extraordinary about you. The whole world can see you are truly special.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead.

      “You do not fear my background?” asked Bellatrix.

      “I feel I am the luckiest man in all of Maldinia.”

      The princess’ heart fluttered, and she opened her mouth to reply when she was interrupted by Grünholz.

      “I hate to break up this touching moment, but the ongoing eclipse is only a few days away, and you have much to learn, Princess.” Grünholz was a tall man with dark hair, defined jawline, and brooding expression. He had an air of command about him, and, although he was young, Bellatrix felt he had years of wisdom and magic flowing in his veins.

      “Ugh! All this love language is making me sick!” chimed in Jinx as he jumped out of her arms.

      “I am sorry, Grünholz,” replied Bellatrix.

      The handsome wizard held up his hand, “You may call me Grün, and no need for apologies.  With each passing moment, the lunar orbit comes closer to our realm, and once it falls into the sun’s shadow, your chances of love will be marred forever.”

      “What do we need to do first?” asked Eryx.

      Bellatrix locked eyes with Grün, and a silent knowledge passed between them. “We need to find my twin Jaiyana,” she answered. “B-but I am not sure how.” She picked up Jinx and put him in her satchel that was strung across her body.

      Grün chuckled, “You do know. You and your sister are connected to one another. You share the same blood, and the fact you were born under the Blood Hunter Moon makes your  connection even stronger. After all, you are the same person descended from one womb. Close your eyes and look inward deeply into yourself;  there you will find the location of Jaiyana.

      Taking a deep breath, Bellatrix closed her eyes and drowned out the sounds around her. The vision flooded her mind of the last time she had seen Jaiyana. She was holding her sister’s hands as she promised she would return. Her sister stood before her, tall and thin with long dark hair and amber eyes. A duplicate of herself except for the slight limp. Her twin gripped the long gold staff.

      “Jaiyana, where are you?” Bellatrix called forth her powers to find her beloved sister.

      The scene changed within the eye of her mind, and the maiden found herself standing in the shadow of  a stone tower far away in a different cluster of woods.

      Through the open tower window, the princess could see a figure inside. Walking with a slight limp, the silhouette passed through the vision, and looked outwards surveying the landscape.  In her hand she gripped a golden staff. As Bellatrix drew closer, the face was that of Jiayana. She was safe!

      With a gasp, Bellatrix opened her eyes and found herself back in the woods with Grün and Eryx. Engraved in her brain was the exact location where her sister was hiding.

      “I know where she is,” the witch princess grinned. “She is  living in a tower on the eastside of the mountains, deep in the woods.”

      Eryx scratched his head, “Why, that is about a two days’ ride from here, even longer on foot. We will never make it in time before the eclipse.”

      “Ah, dear armorer, what you speak of is the time it would take ordinary villagers to arrive at the east mountains.” Grün snapped his fingers and a speck of red glistened on his thumb. “We have magic.” He flicked his wrist and the light extinguished. “By means of spells, we shall be at the tower in a thrice! We will fly through the veils and mists of Time with Princess Bellatrix leading the way.”

      “I do not know how to disappear and reappear,” replied Bellatrix.

      “Ah, your powers have been unleashed; there is nothing you cannot do. You simply need to know how to use your own brand of magic,” advised Grün. He motioned for Eryx to come closer. “Stand between us,” he commanded the armourer. He spread his arms outward and motioned for Bellatrix to take his hands. Once their fingers were interlocked, they formed a circle with Eryx in the middle and Jinx comfortable in his satchel.

      “You know in your heart, where you need to go. Close your eyes and envision the location, then ask your powers to bring you there. You are stronger than you think, and I will guard you along the way.”

      Squeezing Grün's hands tightly, the witch princess called forth the image of the tower and her sister looking into the distance. A tingle in her feet made her toes grow hot, and the sensation wove its way up her legs to her chest and then spread into her arms. Through the vibrations she could feel her sister’s soul in connection with her own. Feelings of sorrow, worry, and wondering filled her heart. Her sister missed her with a sense of loss as powerful as her own.

      “Take me to Jaiyana,” she whispered.

      From the ground, sparks of white shot up and began to encircle the trio as Bellatrix called forth her magic with Grün’s guidance. She felt her body begin to break down as she became one with the wind and air. In a woosh, she was on the coattails of a breeze, light and graceful until her feet made contact with the ground below.

      Coming out of the spells, Bellatrix stumbled and had to grab onto a nearby tree trunk for support. Grün appeared at her side, his strong arms encircling her shoulders and keeping her upright as her knees buckled.

      “Well done, Princess,” cried the wizard. Bellatrix looked up to see Eryx sitting on a nearby log. His bewildered expression showed he did not find this method of transportation amusing. The princess stumbled over to him and seated herself at his side. Blood rushed to her face, and tremors wound their way freely throughout her body. Her lungs cried for air, and she  bent forward to rest her chin in her hands.

      “Woohoo! That was fun!” called Jinx from inside the satchel. “I haven’t transported in forever! All this excitement has made me sleepy. I think I will take a nap. Wake me when you have found Jaiyana.”

      “Are you alright?” asked Eryx.

      “I feel ill,” replied Bellatrix. She looked over at her beau. “Are you well?”

      “I find this method of journey quite eventful. Strange but a divine method of travel. I believe I could get used to this. Bravo, my darling.”

      Jaiyana!

      Currents of air whirled around the trio, bringing attention to the strangeness of a place that seemed to be filled with enchantment. Looking around, she saw the shadows that had been in her vision. She realized they were on the east side of the mountains. Jaiyana's tower was not far away.

      Feeling a renewed sense of strength, Bellatrix rose to her feet. “I know where we are. Come on, my sister is close.” Taking the lead, the princess walked off with Grün and Eryx close behind. Following a well-hidden path, the princess brushed aside the briars that attempted to snag her gown.

      Jaiyana!

      She could feel her sister’s soul calling out to her. It had been almost a year since they had become separated, and in a few moments they would be reunited. The path cleared, and discovery lay just beyond the edge of mystery. Within the blink of an eye, a tower stood high above the ground as if competing with the trees for stature over the wilderness. It was made of stone and surrounded by flowers and bushes. Smoke puffed out of the chimney, and there was a delicious aroma that floated from the open window.

      “This is it,” she whispered, “this is where Jaiyana has been living for the past year.”

      Elated with anticipation, Bellatrix  made a move to run towards the tower when Grün’s firm hands pulled her back into the safety of nearby thorn bushes.

      “Another piece of advice: be aware of your surroundings. When the mind is not focused, it allows for danger to creep in,” Grün pointed towards the front of the tower. Standing before the door was an immense grizzly bear. Lumbering about and sniffing the ground, the great beast’s back arched, and its teeth bared as it snorted and huffed.

      Bellatrix’s heart fluttered, and she grabbed Eryx’s arm. “What are we going to do? Can I use magic to remove the bear?”

      “No. You need to rest a bit after our demanding flight spell. You are still learning, and too much magic could cause you to exhaust yourself. Eryx and I will take care of the bear. You are going to find your sister.” He pointed toward a trellis of ivy and roses that stretched along the backside of the tower from the ground to the window.

      Bellatrix nodded understanding the plan.

      Leaving the princess to her own devices, the two brave companions headed toward the bear. Grün waved his hand and sparkles of light flickered between his fingers. The bear picked up his head and stared at the two men curiously.

      During the moment of distraction, Bellatrix ran out of the woods and leaped onto the trellis. Using all of her strength, she began to pull herself toward the open window as her goal. Avoiding the thorns that clung to the tower stones, she began to climb as fast as her slippers could take her.

      At her hip, the satchel stirred,  and Jinx began to wake.

      “W-what is going on? Where are we? Why are we climbing?”

      “To get to Jaiyana” replied Bellatrix

      “We couldn’t have just knocked on the door like most folk do?”

      The princess ignored the feline and concentrated on her upward struggle. She felt a thorn prick her hand, but she bit back the pain.

      At last the open window was within reach. Its wooden shutter waved back and forth in the gentle breeze. With one final push, Bellatrix grabbed the sill and launched herself forward. A grunt escaped her lips as she tumbled into the room.

      She blinked, and her amber eyes took in the small living quarters. There was a bed on one side of the circular chamber, and a fireplace on the other. A rocking chair held a comfortable place close to the crackling fire. Stirring the pot on the flames was a cloaked figure who turned around at the sound of Bellatrix’s thud into the room. Stunned by the entrance, the figure froze. From beneath the hood, Bellatrix could see irises that glowed with amber lights exactly like own. Dark locks escaped from the folds of fabric, cascading down to the slender waist. Resting against the bricks beside the grate, the golden staff  told her exactly who was cloaked by the hood.

      “Jaiyana!”

      “Jaiyana!” called Jinx

      “Bellatrix!” replied Jaiyana.

      Dropping her ladle into a delicious savory stew, the chamber inhabitant raced to her sister. The twins threw their arms around each other in a tight embrace, reunited as one. Jinx jumped out of the satchel and wove in between their ankles, purring and rubbing against them.

      “Jinx!” cried Jaiyana, as she picked up the cat and nuzzled him against her face. “I cannot believe you both are here.”

      Watching her sister holding their beloved pet, Bellatrix felt at peace.

      “Why did you come through the window?” asked Jaiyana. “Why didn’t you just knock on the door?”

      “I said the same thing,” added Jinx.

      “There is a ferocious bear guarding the door, I thought you were trapped.”

      “What? Oh no! That is my friend Aspen. He protects me from harm. He is a sweetheart.”

      Bellatrix’s heart fluttered. She glanced out the window and breathed a sigh of relief. It appeared Eryx and Grün had made friends with Aspen, for the large bear lay on the ground while the two men scratched his ears affectionately.

      “How did you find me?” asked Jaiyana as she put Jinx down.

      “Magic and the power of being twins,” replied Bellatrix. “We are witches, Jaiyana. Our talents are emerging.”

      “Your hand,” whispered Jaiyana. Bellatrix looked down and saw that the thorn which had snagged her flesh earlier had drawn blood.

      Taking her sister’s hand, Jaiyana waved her fingers over the open wound on Bellatrix’s palm. Warmth buzzed against her skin, and Bellatrix felt her wounded healing as if being sewn by an invisible needle. In a matter of seconds the cut had disappeared.

      Jaiyana nodded, “I know we are witches, I realized that when I escaped the palace. I have been  practicing magic during my time here. What happened to you, Bellatrix? I was worried! You seemed to have vanished entirely out of the realm!”

      The princess relayed the events of what had transpired over the past year including the curse and the Good Witches’ forecast about the Blood Hunter Moon.. Her twin listened intently.

      “My poor sister. I am so sorry you had to suffer the effects of such evil enchantment. After you ran off into the woods, I entered the castle to hear Prince Roarke arguing with our father. I did not hear much because mother grabbed me and told me I had to leave, as well. It was not safe to remain with my father in such an angry mood. She took me to the opposite side of the old wing, and told me that I had to follow the berry path, and upon reaching the end, I would find safety. She would come for me when she felt the way was clear. The trail led me to this tower, and I have been here ever since. Sadly, Mother has never come for me.”

      “I have news. Something has happened at the palace. According to the Good Witches of the Woods, Prince Roarke has taken over the castle,” replied Bellatrix,

      “What has happened to our parents?”

      “That I do not know, but we must break the curse first, for if we do not, I will never be able to speak the words of love to anyone, and neither will you. My beloved and I cannot wed until we rid ourselves of this unfortunate evil.”

      Jaiyana bowed her head, “While it fills my heart with joy you have found someone to love, I have given up hope on finding anyone. With my injury, who would want me?”

      Taking her sister’s hand, Bellatrix frowned in disapproval. “Jaiyana, do not think such thoughts. You are beautiful! You have a kind soul, and you are the most giving person I know. Do not speak such thoughts. We are identical twins. If I am worthy of love, then so are you.”

      “How I wish to free myself of this limp,” moaned Jaiyana as she hobbled over to collect her staff. “Come, Bellatrix, let us head downstairs so you can see Aspen, and I can meet your lover.”

      The twins descended down the spiral staircase with Jinx in tow. They stepped out into the sunshine to where the men were feeding Aspen berries.

      “Aspen,” called Jaiyana. The bear ambled over to her, and she scratched his ear. “I am in good hands, my friend. Head home to your family and I will see you soon.” With a grunt, Aspen turned and disappeared into the forest.

      “Quite a lovely bear,” said Eryx. “Almost like a dog.” He paused as he looked at the twins who stood before him. “Wow! What a breathtaking scene of beauty that is in front of me! You must be Jaiyana, I am so happy to meet you.”

      Jaiyana smiled.

      “Sister, this is Eryx, he is my… um.. well...you know,” Bellatrix choked on the words as she attempted an unconventional introduction.

      Jaiyana’s expression changed from amusement to curiosity as she laid eyes on the handsome wizard who stood beneath the tree.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      Grün stepped forward, and his face displayed the same look of interest as Jaiyana. “I am Grün, and my duty is to make sure you and your sister fulfill your fate, to break the curse, and to take back your kingdom which has wrongly been stolen from you. I will make sure you know how to use your magic to become the most powerful witches in all the land. It is an honor to meet you, Princess.”

      Bellatrix narrowed her eyes as she watched the exchange between wizard and witch. With her intuition as a twin, a magical being, and a royal princess, she could sense an attraction between Jaiyana and Grün.

      “They make a splendid couple,” hissed Jinx as he rubbed against her ankle.

      Sighing, the maiden knew it was imperative for the curse to be broken. For her sister deserved a chance at love just as much as any young woman.

      “What is our next step?” asked Eryx.

      “According to Tiahanna, we need to go to the cave of Aldenshine and retrieve the crystals hidden there,” replied Bellatrix.

      “It will not be an easy task,” interrupted Grün. “Those crystals are the most powerful in all the realm. They are the gems of the past, present, and future. All three planes of Time  must be aligned and conquered for you to break the hex. Since the crystals are important, they cannot fall into the wrong hands. They are guarded by a giant fire-breathing dragon. He lives in the cave of Aldenshine and will destroy anyone who comes between him and his crystals. We must tread with caution.”

      “I know where Aldenshine is,” replied Jaiyana. “I have studied it in my maps. It is a few miles north from here on this side of the mountain.”

      “We can use the magic of our minds!,” declared Bellatrix

      “You have that power?” asked her twin, “I was not able to do that until a few months ago.”

      “No!” shouted Grün, “We will not be transported in that fashion. Too much magic at once could cause you to exhaust your abilities. You need to rest.”

      “Fine! We will walk,” groaned the princess, and the stalwart comrades began their quest into the woods and towards the higher plateau of the mountain.

      As they wove their way among the pine trees, anxiety gripped the young maiden’s soul. A dragon. She had never in her life met a dragon, and now she was about to face another obstacle blocking her way to breaking this burdensome curse, a hex that had been thrust upon her by a man she did not love, a man her father had tried to force her to marry. At the memory of her father, clarity filled her head. None of this would have happened had he just permitted the princesses to marry for love. But instead, he wanted control, and he wanted power. He did not care for their happiness. He did not care for true love. He did not believe princesses were good enough to rule his kingdom.

      But why? she whispered. Why weren’t maidens worthy to rule a kingdom? It should not matter the gender of the one on the throne, but if the monarch’s heart was pure, that should be worth enough. Where was her father now? Tiahanna had mentioned that Roarke had taken over their castle, but where had their father gone? Surely he would not allow a usurper to take over his kingdom so freely when he still had years left to reign. And her mother. Her heart softened. She had always been kind to them and wanted to see them happy. Where was she?

      Grün stopped and held up his hand. The group fell silent.

      “Here we stay,” he stated in a deep voice.

      Bellatrix looked around. They were at the base of the plateau where the pine trees became scarce and patches of snow began to come into view.

      “The cave of Aldenshine is still a way up,” declared Jaiyana.

      “Ah, Beautiful Princess, this I know,” answered the wizard. “But this is where we men must halt and wait.”

      Bellatrix noted how Jaiyana blushed when Grün called her ‘beautiful.’

      “Excuse me?” interceded Eryx.

      “The women will continue, for it is their fate, their journey, their battle. They must learn to use their magic and work together as one,” continued Grün.

      Eryx looked at the wizard and scratched his head. “You are mad, my good man. There is no way I will allow my beloved to venture into a dragon’s cave alone. I will not disrespect her honor. I must protect her.”

      “If you wish to marry and spend eternity with her, then you will do as I say,” replied Grün. “You have no faith in your lover? You do not feel she can protect herself?”

      “I-I did not mean it that way,” Eryx apologized. “I know she can protect herself, but I like to take care of her.”

      Grün smiled. “I know you mean no harm, dear armorer. All women love a noble and honorable man. These qualities you possess and should this curse ever be broken, I know you will make a wonderful husband for Bellatrix. I know you wish to protect her from harm and hurt, but many times a person has to fight battles alone.”

      “I cannot bear to lose her,” whispered Eryx. “My heart could never endure such pain.”

      Bellatrix wrapped her arms around the armorer. “Do not worry, my love, I shall return to you.” She gave him a kiss.

      “I am coming, too,” called Jinx as he jumped up on a nearby log.

      “You may go, as well,” declared Grün. “Eryx and I will stay here and wait for a sign.”

      “What kind of sign?” asked Jaiyana.

      “When you know, you will send it to us.” Grün reached forward and took each of the princesses' hands. “This is the start of showing the realm that women are worthy to rule the throne. Your father’s actions have hurt you both deeply, but you can take that pain and use it for accomplishment instead of retaliation. Have faith in your powers, your creative intelligence, but most importantly, trust in each other.” He released his grip, and the twins and their cat took the first step towards the jaws of the dragon.
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        * * *

      

      “Mice and rats,” groaned Jinx. “How much farther is it? It feels like we have been walking forever.”

      Rocks and pine needles covered the uphill path, making the going difficult for the twins. Jinx had a right to complain. It was a slow walk. Bellatrix noticed that her sister’s limp was becoming more prominent, and she leaned heavily on her staff.

      “My breath is heavy and my limbs feel overwhelmed. I need to rest a moment,” she declared and motioned to a nearby log for them to sit on.

      “Ugh! This stupid leg,” groaned Jaiyana as she plopped down on the timber. “How I wish I could be like you where you walk with no pain.”

      Unsure of what to say, Bellatrix touched her sister’s shoulder. “If I could trade places with you, I would.”

      “You do not want this. It is not fun to feel unworthy and utterly lacking in value for others.”

      “You are enough for me, Sister,” replied Bellatrix with a kind smile, “and it appears that you are enough for Grün, too.”

      Jaiyana poked her head up. “What is this foolishness you speak of?”

      “Oh, please, Sister, do not act all innocent, I can see the way Grün looks at you and how you return that gaze.”

      “Your inability to speak the language of love is confusing your judgement. Besides, we have more important matters. We are in the midst of trying to break a curse. Then we still have to solve the problem of our destiny as monarchs of our realm. How could father do this to us?” hissed Jaiyana. “We are his only heirs! We are his children!”

      “I do not know, Sister, but right now we need to focus on getting the crystals,” replied Bellatrix. She paused. Her powers spoke to her of the location of the cave. “We are close. It is not much farther. And if you and Grün ever want a chance at love, we will have to hurry.”

      Jaiyana gave her sister a playful shove, laughed lightly, and picked up her staff.

      They rounded a corner and the path ended at a large cave in the side of the mountain. Bellatrix’s instincts had been correct. They had been closer to the cave than they realized. The princess grabbed her sister’s hand as she looked at the wide opening descending into darkness.

      “Butterflies and bat wings! We are here at last!” observed Jinx. “My dear princesses, I present to you the Cave of Aldenshine, a place of mystery and mythological lore. You must be forewarned, however. Deep within the cave lies a ferocious dragon who is as big as the palace, with tremendous scaly wings and a fire-breathing mouth. Its mission is to guard the precious crystals. These are the Crystals of  Past, Present, and Future. When combined together with magic, they allow the owner to reverse spells and alter Fate.”

      “So we can just use our powers to get the Crystals from the dragon,” replied Bellatrix.

      Jinx frowned at the princess, “You think if it was that easy more people would have taken possession of such a fabulous prize by now. But the dragon is a weaver of various charms. His own powers will be pitted against yours. And he has never lost a battle.”

      “We can do this,” the maiden nodded to Jaiyana. “We are stronger together.”

      Entering the cave with caution, the trio observed the walls of the barren cavern as they shimmered in an icy display of greens and blues. Light filtered in from the openings at the top of the cave, and stacilites hung down from the ceiling. But it was the quiet atmosphere that Bellatrix feared most. Anticipation that anything could jump out at them at any moment made her resolve weak and her anxiety strong.

      As they trekked deeper into the darkness, a muffled noise filled their ears. The closer they came to the center of the cavern, the louder the noise echoed against the walls. Bellatrix thought it sounded like snoring. Her assumption became true as they rounded the corner to find a large sleeping dragon in the middle of a treasure trove of gems and jewels.

      Awe gripped the princesses and their cat as they stood in silence observing the giant beast that lay before them. The creature had red and gold scales that glittered as its chest rose and fell. Its immense wings were folded against its back. Spikes protruded out its neck and down its tail. Behind the dragon in a circular niche was a small mountain of treasure. Heaps of gold, jewels, and other trinkets lay in piles.

      Bellatrix’s eyes widened. “Dragons have always been known to be protective of their treasures,” whispered Jaiyana, “but I do not see what it is we are looking for.”

      “I believe it is there,” offered Jinx.

      In the middle of the niche was a large stone. On top of the stone, floating in a yellow glow of circular light, were three fabulous crystals. One crystal was red, another was black and white, and the last one was gray. Each was about the size of a child’s fist.

      “Princesses, see if you can get near the crystals. Use your powers to sense if there are any protection enchantments surrounding them. I will make sure the dragon stays asleep.” With rapid steps and his tail held high, Jinx jumped onto the dragon’s leg, then its back, and then patted his way up the neck to the beast’s ear. Drifting into a sweet lullaby that Bellatrix remembered her own mother singing to them when they were small, Jinx whispered the melody in gentle notes. Succumbing to the magic of the music emanating from the cat, the monster’s tail swished back and forth in child-like comfort.

      Breaking herself out of the nostalgia, Bellatrix motioned for her sister to follow. They crept over the dragon’s legs and headed towards the glowing light that highlighted the jewels. The twins admired the gorgeous gems that lay scattered over the floor, the bars of gold stacked in a pyramid formation, and the various chests which housed secrets. Peeling her eyes away from the display, Bellatrix focused on the three crystals that floated before them. Looking deep into herself, the princess sent out feelers for any magical hexes that could be protecting the crystals. She felt something but was not sure what it was.

      “These diademas are guarded by powerful protections,” chimed Jaiyana who had performed the same examination as her sister. “We will have to break down the enchantments to see if the yellow orb will release the stones. Even then, it is not certain if we will be able to walk away unscathed.”

      Bellatrix turned to her sister, “We have to try. We have nothing to lose. Everything has already been taken from us.”

      Jaiyana nodded and placed her hands forward. Bellatrix put her palms on top. As their fingers interlocked, they closed their eyes, and magic began to flow between their outstretched arms. The power of sisterhood and royalty circled around them as purple sparkles of light floated within spirals that flooded the space with their beautiful amethyst glow. The purple streaks raced over to the yellow cloud that housed the crystals. Colors combined with purple as the spells began to battle with each other. In their minds, the girls focused on breaking down the barriers of guardianship that kept the crystals captive. Merging together until they became a shade of brown, the glittering relics flashed a brilliant hue of violet, and all the yellow was gone. Tints of purple vanished and the crystals floated downward and rested on top of the stone.

      “We did it!” cried Jaiyana, and she flashed a glance at Jinx who was still singing to the dragon.

      Bellatrix reached forward and picked up the red crystal. No sooner had her fingers touched the blood- color stone when a high-pitched sound echoed off of the wall. The gem turned a dark shade of ruby, and the princess felt as if she had touched fire. She dropped the crystal back onto the boulder and withdrew her hand. The vibrations drowned out Jinx’s melody, and the dragon snorted. Steam billowed out of its nostrils. Its lids began to retract backwards, and the creature raised its head. With a loud meow, Jinx jumped off the dragon’s back and scurried to safety in the shadows.

      Jaiyana clutched Bellatrix’s arm as the dragon’s pupils took in the two witch princesses who were trying to take what was rightfully his. With a large breath, he shot a spray of flames in their direction. Bellatrix pushed Jaiyana out of the way as a flash of heat blazed overhead and melted the top of the wall. Molten rock began to drip down in red rivers.

      The dragon swooped down with its teeth bared, and Jaiyana smacked him on the snout with her staff. Retracting backwards, the monster blew another blast of flames that melted the portion of the floor.

      Bellatrix threw out a spell to stop the dragon’s flames, but her words bounced off its scales and were absorbed into the cavern’s wall.

      Jaiyana shot a fireball at the dragon’s backside, but the scaly tail smacked the flame away with ease.

      “What are we going to do?” cried Bellatrix as she evaded a shower of fiery sparks. It seemed no matter how many enchantments they called forth, nothing stopped the dragon from trying to harm them.

      The dragon’s tail lunged and collided with Jaiyana. The twin was hurled forward and landed heavily on her bad leg. The beautiful maiden let out a yell.

      Reaching outward, the dragon bared its sharp claws to slash Jaiyana to pieces. Bellatrix waved her hands, and an invisible rope pulled Jaiyana away from the clutches of the beast.

      “Are you alright?” asked Bellatrix.

      Jaiyana clutched her bad leg. “Ugh! It hurts! I must have twisted it when I fell.”

      A glint of bright light caught Bellatrix’s eye, and she saw it was her sister’s gold staff reflecting the light of the flames. “Jinx, stay with her,” commanded the princess as she snatched up the staff and ran in the direction of the monster.

      Bellowing and spraying flares of fire everywhere, the dragon rocked the cave with its wrath.

      Bellatrix stopped in front of the monster and yelled as loud as she could. As the dragon turned in her direction, the princess began to wave the gold staff. She remembered her mother telling her stories of dragons when she was a young babe. Dragons were known to love sparkly treasures and were protective of the hoards of trinkets in their lair. The staff caught the light and began to glimmer with a gold brilliance. The dragon paused and eyed the walking stick with admiration.

      Using all of her strength, the princess hurled the staff in the opposite direction,  and the reptilian creature lumbered after it like a dog fetching a stick. Dragons are extremely intelligent, her mother’s voice whispered in her brain. Their ancient knowledge could be an asset to a young witch.

      As the dragon’s attention was deterred for the moment, Bellatrix began to weave a powerful spell in her web of charms. Not a conjuration of destruction, but an incantation of friendship and compassion. For the witch princess could feel in the core of her being that the dragon lashed out in anger out of loneliness. His days were spent in solitude guardianship of protection to shelter the influential crystals. Always alone, he had no companions by his side and only treasures for comfort. Deep within her heart, Bellatrix did not have the will to kill such a magnificent creature.

      She continued to fill the enchantment with all things good. The dragon picked up the staff in its mouth, triumphing in its victory and turned to face Bellatrix. It was at the exact moment that the witch launched a powerful spell that smacked the dragon in the face. The golden walking stick fell with a clunk to the cave floor, and the dragon shook its head, dazed. The expression in its eyes had softened, and it looked around confused as kindness ran through its veins and overtook its heart.

      “Who are you?” asked the dragon looking down at Bellatrix. “What are you doing here? Do you not realize I am an evil dragon meant to destroy anyone who takes the Crystals of Time?”

      “Do you still feel malicious?” asked Bellatrix as Jaiyana and Jinx looked on in awe.

      Pausing and cocking his head, the reptile looked at her with a new kindness in his eyes. “Now that you mention it,  I feel nothing but warmth and good thoughts in my soul. I do not wish to harm anyone. But that still does not tell me who you are.”

      “A friend,” replied the princess. “I am Bellatrix. This is Jaiyana, and this magnificent fellow is our cat Jinx. We are here because we need the Crystals of Time. But we also wish to be your friend.”

      “Friend?” replied the dragon, “It has been a long time since I had friends. My name is Fengari, and I am the Keeper of this grotto. Do tell me, why do you wish to possess the Crystals of Time?”

      Bellatrix launched into the story of the curse, the moon, and true love. The beast listened. When she finished, he spoke. “Ay, a terrible misfortune to bestow upon the princesses of our realm. I feel within the walls of the cave, the past opens itself. I know who you are, Bellatrix, I know your past. I appreciate the secrets you have confided to me.  You have approached me with an action of friendship. Most people come to this cavern to kill me and take the Crystals of Time so that they might right their wrongs and possess a future that they once believed would have been unattainable. In return, I kill them because to sacrifice the life of one in greed is wrong. Even though I tried to kill you, Bellatrix, you did not have the heart to kill me. You respected me, and in return I respect you. You have broken the evilness and sadness that lurks in my heart. I no longer wish harm on others, and therefore, I intend to reward you with what you desire. But I ask for two things in return.”

      “What are they?” asked Bellatrix.

      “The first is my wish to have your golden staff. It will be the perfect object to add to my collection.”

      The princess hesitated and looked towards her sister, for that request was not her decision to make. Jaiyana clenched her ankle and winced. Jinx rubbed against Jaiyana’s arm. “While I would love to be rid of my walking stick for good, I am afraid I cannot make my way in the world without it.”

      “What ails you, Princess?” asked Fengari.

      “A deformity since the time of my birth. I have never been able to walk properly.. This injury makes me unworthy of love or authority over my kingdom,” sighed Jaiyana as tears pricked her eyes.

      Fengari lowered his head in front of the princess. “I may be ancient, but my wisdom is strong. For a person to suffer such a misplaced idea of worth and love is a fool. Beauty has many different forms apart from face and figure. Outside features can conceal a black heart. For every angry person who does not express the same high ideal of love as you, there are a thousand more who do. Never let your perceived deficiencies become your reason for unhappiness, for you are worthy of sunshine and true love.”

      Jaiyana reached forward and stroked Fengari’s nose.

      The dragon continued. “Since you have been inflicted with agony for too long, I intended to change that. For my powers lay not only in wisdom, strength, and magic, but in healing, as well.”

      Fengari leaned forward and nuzzled his snout against Jaiyana’s leg. Steam brushed up against her skin. “This will not hurt,” he continued. With a soft breath he blew tiny flames onto her ankle. The flames crackled against the flesh, but from the look on Jaiyana’s face, it was apparent she felt no pain. The fire began to travel up her leg all the way to her hip, and the glow flickered for a few seconds and then disappeared into her body’s core.

      “Now, stand,” commanded Fengari. Jaiyana clutched the wall of the cave for support and stood.

      “Put your weight on your leg and walk,” continued the dragon.

      Fear flickered across Jaiyana’s eyes as she looked longingly at her staff, which had been an aid for so long.

      “You can do it, Jaiyana,” cheered Bellatrix.

      Gingerly, the princess put her weight on her leg and moved forward. A look of surprise flashed across her face. “No pain,” she whispered. She continued to walk, and her gait was even, with no sign of a limp. She moved faster and broke into a light jog. She touched one side of the cave and skipped, then jumped, then ran her way back.

      “I am cured!” she proclaimed and wrapped her arms around Fengari’s face in a hug. “Thank you!”

      “You are welcome,” replied the creature. “But remember, your kindness and good heart are worth far more than any fool’s philosophy.”

      Jaiyana nodded her head and reached for her staff. “This is rightfully yours, for I no longer have need of it.”

      Fengari took the staff into his jaws and placed it among his treasures. He returned to the princesses “The second thing I request from you is companionship. I do not wish to continue to live in this cave all by myself.”

      Bellatrix’s eyes widened in delight. “You can come live with us at the palace if we are able to get it back. Either way, I am sure Iris would welcome you at her cottage as she did me. We are friends now, so wherever our home is, that will be yours, too.”

      Wrapping the crystals in his tail, Fengari dropped the precious stones into Bellatrix’s hand.

      “The Crystals of Time are yours. With these gifts, combined with your powers and the lunar eclipse, you can reverse the curse that has been placed upon you. The red stone is the Crystal of the Past because sometimes the errors of yesteryear can haunt us and bleed us into the present and future. The black and white stone is Crystal of the Present. Many times we trap ourselves in our ways, and life can pass us by if we are not careful. The gray stone is the Crystal of the Future because our story has not been written yet, but if we combine our knowledge of the past with the guidance of the present, we can make a better outcome for ourselves.”

      Warmth filled Bellatrix’s palm as the crystals glowed.

      “How exactly do we use these?” asked Jaiyana.

      “You will know when the time is right. Now you must hurry!  Judging by the sky, in twenty-four hours there will be the lunar eclipse and the rise of the Red Hunter Moon, your last opportunity to break the curse.”

      “We must head to the Castle of Maldinia, but we are too far away,” cried Bellatrix. “We will never make it there on foot.”

      “Then it is a good thing I can fly.” Fengari stretched his wings outward, sending a strong breeze throughout the cave.

      “Fengari, will you join us in the fight to take back our birthright and dissolve the curse? We could use your help,” cried Bellatrix.

      “Anything for a friend. I will be delighted to have the opportunity to vanquish evil.”

      Fengari lowered his head and Bellatrix, Jaiyana, and Jinx climbed aboard. Holding tightly to the scales on his neck, the princesses and feline braced themselves as the magnificent beast raced out the cave entrance and jumped off the cliff. Flapping his massive wings gracefully, he took flight.

      It was a sensation unlike anything Bellatrix had ever experienced. Up high in the sky, she could see the tops of trees and small villages. They looked so far away. She whispered to Fengari to take them down to the clearing below ,for they had a few people they needed to join them.

      The looks on Eryx and Grün’s faces were of pure shock as they watched the princesses and cat descend down to them on top of a giant dragon.

      Bellatrix slid down Fengari’s back and ran into the arms of the brave man she loved.

      “My darling, you are alive! I was so worried. It killed me inside to remain helpless here, but I knew you would conquer this battle,” stated Eryx in pride for his amazing beloved princess.

      Turning to look at Fengari, the princess smiled. “We did not conquer any battle. We gained a friend. This is Fengari who is going to help us in our fight, and then come live with us afterwards.”

      Grün turned to Jaiyana and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I am glad you are well, Princess, I could not bear to see harm come to you. And your leg appears to be better.”

      Jaiyana touched his arm and blushed. “I am cured,” she declared. “I am now free to run, jump, and go wherever I please without a staff to limit me.”

      “Walking stick or none, you are still beautiful to me,” whispered Grün in a low voice as he gazed longingly at Jaiyana. He must not have thought anyone could hear him, but Bellatrix did. She expressed a look of joy and hugged Eryx tighter.

      “Princesses! Enough of this lovey dovey. What are our next steps?” interrupted Jinx. “The hours are passing quickly.”

      “Fengari will take us back to the castle. Even though he flies, it will take us a day to get there. Let’s get moving!” cried Bellatrix as the group climbed onto Fengari’s back, and flapping his wings, the fantastic magical dragon flew into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      A day had passed and nightfall was approaching. Bellatrix could see the highest towers of Maldinia Castle in the distance.

      “What are we going to do when we get there?” she asked Jaiyana.

      Jaiyana closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Prince Roarke has declared himself King of Maldinia. We must combine our powers so that we may see in the eye of our minds where our parents have been imprisoned.”

      She grasped her twin’s hand.

      Closing her eyes, Bellatrix listened to the sound of Fengari’s wings as he zoomed through the air. She felt her powers intermingle with Jaiyana, and together they sent forth a spell that traveled at lightning speed to the palace. Encircling the castle, the enchantment revealed that the King and Queen had been imprisoned by Roarke, and were held captive in the dungeon.

      Bellatrix's heart fluttered through her being. Roarke also knew about the Red Hunter Moon, which would appear in a lunar eclipse in just a few hours. Through the whispers of the spell, Bellatrix heard the following words on the wings of magic: He has been waiting for you. He knows you will come to confront him.

      Fengari landed in the woods, at the edge of the castle. Bellatrix looked through the trees and could see the courtyard where she had held her sister’s hands. The last few rays of sun struggled to stay relevant as the ball of fire began to disappear beneath the horizon. Guards were stationed all around Maldinia Castle. Bellatrix never remembered a time when she had seen so many sentinels. It was apparent Roarke was ensuring that no one would ever be able to dethrone him.

      “We must find our parents,” declared Bellatrix.

      “Why?” replied Jinx. “I mean, I can understand why you would want to rescue the Queen. She is a lovely woman. But the King? Ugh! That man deserves to be locked up.  Why would you ever want to free him after what he did to you and your sister? Trying to marry you  to a man you did not love. Not giving you your rightful inheritance to the throne. His disrespect towards the refinement of ladies as an attitude of his monarchy? His inability to see that women can rule just as wisely as men. Why save a man like that?”

      “You see the wolf in sheep’s clothing, Jinx. Indeed, our father deserves to suffer. But if we were to do that, we would be following in his footsteps. We are going to show him, we are better. And if he does not give us what is ours, then we will take it from him,” replied Bellatrix.

      “That’s my princess,” cheered Jinx.

      “How are we going to do this?” asked Jaiyana, “There are guards all over the place. We cannot just walk into the castle and demand our parents be released. We have no idea how powerful Roarke is or what tricks he has up his sleeve.”

      “Then you will have to shapeshift,”chimed Grün. The twins looked at him perplexed.

      “Shapeshifting is one of your powers as witches. By using your magic to change form, you will be able to enter the palace unnoticed.”

      Bellatrix looked out at the castle. The sun had been swallowed up by nighttime, and the clouds obscured the moon which was rising. She turned to her twin. “I feel equal to this challenge if you are.”

      Jaiyana nodded. Since Fengari had healed her, Bellatrix noticed a change in attitude in the stride of her twin. Jaiyana was happier and more confident. Taking her sister’s hands in her own, she closed her eyes. Feeling her powers rushing around her, the witch princess felt herself begin to shrink. Her legs became thinner, her skin became coarser, her nose elongated, and with a loud pop, a caw escaped from her lips. Her eyes opened and she saw that she and her sister had shape-twisted into ravens!

      Bellatrix hopped along the ground and stared at her sister whose new features mirrored her own. They were adorned in glossy coats of black feathers, long narrow wings, and a thick array of plumes that formed a wedge- shaped tail. Her beak was knife sharp, and her plump body moved elegantly on slender legs.

      “Impressive!” applauded Grün. “You gentlewomen are talented beyond your years. Go to your parents. We will stay in the woods, survey the perimeter, and find the most powerful center of magic where you can break the spell.”

      With a loud kaa! The twins took flight. With their wings catching strong currents of air, the princesses felt as if they had been flying their entire lives. The ravens soared through open windows and sailed down various corridors to the first floor. At the end of one hallway, beyond the throne room, were two solid oak doors that led to the dungeon. A burly guard was exiting, and the twins slipped through. They flew down a spiral stone staircase until they reached the underground prison. A long hall of cells decorated with bars greeted their eyes. It was dreary, cold, dark and damp inside those walls, and the atmosphere dripped in misery and grief.

      Bellatrix looked into her soul and called forth her true form. Her body elongated, feathers solidified into skin, and her beak once again became her mouth and nose. With a final pop, she had returned to human form. She looked at her hands in amazement, then turned to her twin who shared the same expression. With every day that passed, they were becoming more attune with their magic, and they were growing stronger.

      Urgency in every step, the twins hurried down the hall, inspecting the cell openings in hope of finding their parents. The dungeon was barren, and it seemed that Roarke had not imprisoned anyone in a long time. At the end of the corridor there was the sound of movement in one of the small antechambers. Peering into the opening revealed their mother. The Queen of Maldinia appeared to be a trifle thinner, but healthy nonetheless for her suffering.

      With a blanket wrapped around her, the Queen sat in a dingy old chair.  Her hair was long and reached down to her waist. The once dark color was now tinged with white. She looked tired and frail.

      “Mother,” hissed Jaiyana. “Mother!”

      Her majesty looked up and her hands flew to her mouth as a gasp escaped her lips. “My children! Is that really you? Do not tell me the solitude of this prison is playing on my mind?”

      She rushed over to the bars that held her captive. Reaching through the iron spindles, she grasped the princesses’ hands and touched their faces. “How beautiful you both have become, my dears! You are at last the true royal heiresses I knew you would always be. Jaiyana, where is your staff?”

      Jaiyana flashed her mother a wide smile and beamed. “I no longer need it, Mother! I am cured!”

      Tears filled the Queen’s eyes. “Bless you both. How did you two get in here? Please say you have not agreed to Roarke’s demands?”

      “We have not! We shaped-shifted into ravens and flew in,” whispered Bellatrix. Then looking at her mother’s perplexed expression, she continued. “We are witches, Mother!  We have been given the power of magic thanks to your wishes of protection that were heard by the Good Witches of the Woods.”

      Putting her hands together and sniffling back a sob, the Queen flashed a small smile, “Ay, my hopes and requests have been heard. Thank the Forces of Magic for those beautiful Good Witches! I knew they would not leave you unprotected.”

      The twins quickly launched into a retelling of what they had been doing for the past year and informed their mother about what was to come.

      “Tonight is the night of the Blood Hunter Moon. It is the last chance for us to break this curse,” finished Jaiyana.

      With this news, the Queen felt behooved to tell her own tale. “When you both escaped, Roarke was extremely angry. He wanted your father to tell him where you had gone, Bellatrix, but the King did not know. Roarke said that until we could bring you to him, he would usurp the castle and lock your father in the dungeon. He jailed me as well for fear that I would warn you to never return to this place again. But before I was carried off to this cell, I watched Roarke stand on the balcony under the full moon and cast the Curse of Lovers. My heart was heavy that there was nothing I could do. I am so grateful the two of you have been given powers!  Now you can fight him yourselves.``

      “That is exactly what we intend to do,” whispered Bellatrix. She waved her hand over the lock and the door to the cell creaked open. “You are coming with us.”

      “Where is our father?” asked Jaiyana.

      Stepping out of her cell, the Queen pointed across the corridor to the last dim light on the left. Shadows fell like ghosts, threatening harm to the unwary intruder.

      Despite their fear, the twins approached the room. Through the opening they saw their father, the King of Maldinia. He sat on a pile of blankets in what appeared to be a make-shift bed. With one hand beneath his chin he stared at the barren wall as if in another world. Grey mixed in his reddish-brown hair and beard. His clothes were torn and had holes. His middle-aged, burly appearance was now thin and sunken. The once powerful patriarch was now basking in the punishment he had so easily sentenced onto others.

      As the scene filled her eyes, Bellatrix felt a mixture of feelings flood her body.  Her pulse quickened, and her breath became heavy with rage. Serves him right, thought Bellatrix. That is what he gets for thinking women cannot rule and are not worthy. He should continue to sit here and rot. Yet looking at the man fallen from grace, she could not help but feel pity. Why did their father despise them for being women? Why could he not have been a father and loved them?

      Why did he feel it was necessary to arrange marriage in order to place a male monarch on the throne?

      She felt a wetness around her eyes that she attempted to brush away.

      “Father,” she whispered. “Father!”

      The King continued to be lost in thought. Jaiyana picked up a stone from the floor and threw it into the cell so it banged against the wall. The King looked up and his eyes widened as he saw the twins standing before him.

      “The ghosts of the twins I have killed!” he cried and backed into the wall. “Do not come for me. I repent. I repent!”

      “He thinks we are dead?” whispered Jaiyana.

      “It appears so,” replied Bellatrix, “He had no faith in us to believe that we would survive the woods and life outside the castle.” She cleared her throat. “Father, you know us. Your daughters Bellatrix and Jaiyana. We are very much alive, and we have come to free you.”

      “Free me?” The confused King appeared to be a bit delusional. “Free me? When I have tried to imprison you in a marriage of no love?”

      “You must forgive your father,” whispered the Queen coming up behind them. “The year-long stint in solitude has addled his brain into village porridge. He was upset with the manner in which Roarke locked him away and took his castle from him when he was telling the truth about not knowing your whereabouts. Apparently this is the first time a man has betrayed him. I have been talking to him about his actions.”

      Waving her hand, Bellatrix opened the cell, “Father, you are coming with us, whether you like it or not.”

      “You are going to save your father, when he was so unkind and mean to you?” asked the Queen.

      Jaiyana sighed. “If we treat him in the manner he treated us, then we are no better than he has been. As reparation for his actions, we aim to prove to him women are not only strong enough to save a kingdom but to rule it, as well.”

      The Queen beamed. “That is exactly how I raised you, my precious daughters! Maldinia is safe in your care.”

      Bellatrix snapped her fingers, and the blankets around the confused King began to rise upward, enclosing him as if he were in a hammock. The blankets floated parallel to the dungeon floor and followed behind the brave princesses.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here.” whispered Bellatrix to her mother. “As monarchs of the realm, we will take you to a place where you will be safe with our new ally, Fengari. Then we will face Roarke.”

      “Who is Fengari?” asked the Queen.

      “A dragon who is going to live with us when the castle is ours again,” replied Jaiyana.

      Blinking in surprise, the Queen acknowledged how brillant her daughters had become.

      They began to climb the set of stone steps until they reached the locked doors. Working together with their magic, a flick of their fingers, doors opened, and the princesses peered outward into the hall. Looking around and seeing no one, the twins and their mother stepped forward with their father floating behind them in the safety of blanketed magic.

      As the door closed behind them, Bellatrix breathed a sigh of relief.  All that was now required was  to get down the hall and outside to freedom.

      They began to move at a rapid pace when a voice yelled out, “Who goes there?”

      Turning around, they spied a guard bolt out from the adjourning corridor. “Sound the alarm, the King and Queen have escaped!” he shouted.

      Jaiyana threw forth a spell, and the guard was thrown up against the wall. However, his warning cry had alerted many of the other soldiers in the palace. Bellatrix waved her hand, and part of the ceiling of the adjoining corridor collapsed, blocking many of the guards. Jaiyana flicked her fingers and turned three of the other guards into ravens.

      “Run!” yelled Bellatrix as they took off down the hall. They were almost at the door to lead outside when an invisible barrier appeared before them as if they had run into a wall, but there was no wall, only air.

      Bellatrix fell to the floor slightly dazed.

      As she began to become more aware of her surroundings, she realized they were no longer in the corridor. They were in a different room. Her mother and sister were beside her, and their father rested on his pile of blankets in close proximity to them. The princess sat up and put her hand to her head. She groaned, unsure of what had happened.

      Opening and closing her eyes, she looked around to see that they were in the throne room. The high walls were etched in gold tints, and tapestries appeared before them like ghosts. A giant chandelier dripping with crystals hung above their heads, lit by dozens of candles. A red carpet was beneath their feet, and, directly in front of them were a set of steps that led up to the throne. The chair was covered in red satin and trimmed in gold.  Behind it were large paned windows that reached to the ceiling.

      “Ah, finally! My queen has returned home,” a slick voice sneered. Leather shoes appeared in front of Bellatrix, and she looked up to see Prince Roarke standing over her.

      The Prince, who now deemed himself King, wore a tunic with gold trim and a satin sash. His fingers were adorned in gold rings, and her father’s crown was perched on his head. He was medium built with a reddish beard and hair. He waved his hand. Bellatrix felt invisible hands lifting her to her feet as she stood face to face with him.

      “I am sure you have a good explanation for why you disappeared from me for over a year. Did you not realize we were supposed to be married?”

      Bellatrix looked at her sister and mother who stood against the wall. Her father watched intently from his blankets.

      “I am sure you have a good explanation for why you cursed me and my sister,” hissed Bellatrix.

      Roarke looked at her twin. “Jaiyana, I see you have healed from your limitation of mobility. You will make a fine wife for another fellow. I know a few princes if you are interested.”

      “You’re a pig!” hissed Bellatrix.

      “As for the answer to your question,” continued Roarke as he circled around her with his arms behind his back. “It is very simple. If I cannot have you, then no one else can.”

      “That is not love,” cried the princess.

      “Yes, it is. I love you enough to make sure no man can ever be with you. You were promised to me. We were officially betrothed.”

      “I am not an object,” hissed the witch princess, “and I want a future with someone else!”

      “Tisk, tisk, a future with someone else, you say? Could it possibly be one of these men my guard captured trespassing into my domain?”

      The wizard waved his arm. Through the open doors a group of guards came in holding Eryx and Grün captive. Their hands and feet were bound.

      “The man on the right,” continued Roarke pointing to Grün, “also happens to be a wizard; therefore, we had to bind him with special rope making him incapable of doing magic. Now you are telling me one of these men is the one whom you desire?”

      “The one on the left is mine,” hissed Bellatrix, “The one on the right is in love with Jaiyana.” Her sister’s cheeks turned pink, and a blush crept across Grün’s face, as well.

      “Oh, well, I don’t care about him, then. Put him with the rest of them, but keep those ropes bound,” ordered Roarke as the guard dragged Grün next to Jaiyana.

      The wizard stepped closer to Eryx who struggled to get out of the guard’s clutches and loosen his own bonds. “You are the man who has stolen my queen from me,” hissed Roarke.

      “He did not steal me!” shouted Bellatrix.  She gave Roarke a hostile glare. “He is supposed to be with me.” She bared her teeth as she struggled to get the words out. “Eryx and I are meant for each other. You and I are not meant for each other. Nor is Maldinia rightfully your domain.  It belongs to me and to Jaiyana!”

      “Oh, is that so?” asked Roarke who stepped closer to Eryx. “Yet you cannot possibly tell me you love this man, a common laborer, an armourer!”

      “That is because you put a curse on me that prohibits me from saying it, and I will break that curse if it is the last thing I ever do!”

      Roarke sniffed. “You foolish girl. You expect to break a curse from a powerful wizard like myself?” He pulled from his belt a sword. “You princesses are so dramatic. Now I am going to end this man, Eryx, you say? I shall end his life forever. Then you and I shall be wed!  And then I do not want to hear any more insinuations about True Love. You are mine and will forever belong to me! Princesses are to be looked at for their beauty and leave the decision making to the men.”

      He turned back to Eryx. “Now you will watch as I chop this man’s head, and you can help me bury him. I could have used magic, but this is more personal and brings me more delight.” He raised his sword. “Armourer! How foolish of you to think you could ever take Bellatrix away from me.” The wizard moved to bring the sword down onto the armourer’s neck, but his hands were empty and he stumbled forward off balance.

      Using magic, Bellatrix called the sword to her hand and now stood before the wizard with the weapon in her clutches. “You are not the only one who possesses the gift of magic, Roarke! I am a witch, and so is Jaiyana. And I will never be silent. Women are capable of ruling an empire, and all of us can defeat men just as I will destroy you!”

      Launching the sword forward, the weapon raced at the two guards holding Eryx captive. The soldiers backed off in fear, and the sword cut the bonds that held Eryx immobile. Then the saber flew over and freed Grün from his bonds. Finally, the sword rested in her mother’s hands.

      “I am taking back this castle, and once I do, you will forever be banished from this realm,” hissed Bellatrix. “I will NEVER love you!” Surprised she was able to get the words of negative love out her mouth, the princess looked to see Roarke's face turning purple as he clenched his jaw.

      He waved his arm, and she was turned against the wall as an invisible force held her captive. She felt the heavy weight pressing against her chest, and she struggled to breathe. Eryx ran at Roarke, but using magic, he swatted the armourer away like an annoying fly. “You stupid little princess! You think that just because you have been given powers of witchcraft that you can defeat a magnificent wizard like myself. It will never happen….”

      Roarke was cut off as a loud roar echoed throughout the room. The wizard turned around to see the glass window behind the throne shatter into a waterfall of reflectors as Fengari’s head burst through the opening. Riding on top of the magnificent creature’s head was Jinx. The dragon snapped his jaw and breathed fire, sending the guards scattering every which way. The moment of distraction caused Roarke’s spell to falter, and Bellatrix was able to free herself from the invisible barrier.

      “You imbeciles,” screamed the prince, and he waved his hands to summon a spell to kill Fengari.

      “You will do nothing of the sort,” screamed Bellatrix as she ran forward and tackled Roarke with all her might. The spell was deflected upward and sent the chandelier crashing to the ground, spraying broken crystals and candles everywhere.

      It was that moment that the room launched into a bitter battle. Eryx and the Queen engaged in sword fight with the guards while Jaiyana and Grün began a war of magic against Roarke’s wizard advisors who had come to his aid. Meanwhile, Bellatrix began a fight of supernatural powers against her former betrothed. Fengari attempted to consume any enemies in a shower of flames. Jinx hopped off the dragon’s head and began to slash at the sentinels’ ankles with his claws.

      How long the combat raged, Bellatrix did not know. For every spell that Roarke attempted to fling at her, she shot another back in a fury of rage. She would not let him win.

      The throne room filled with bright light as red rays began to stream in through the broken windows. Looking outside, Bellatrix could see that clouds in the night sky had parted to reveal the Blood Hunter Supermoon that was now in a lunar eclipse with the sun.

      “Jaiyana! We have to go now!” she screamed. Throwing her hands upward she caused a portion of the ceiling to collapse on Roarke, and then she followed her sister out of the throne room as the chaos of battle continued.

      “We have to hurry!” screamed Jaiyana. “The clouds have misled us. The moon has been in total eclipse for quite some time now.”

      The twins sprinted down the hallway to the outside balcony where they had their encounter a year ago. They burst outside as the rays of light bore down upon them. Bellatrix shielded her eyes and saw the Blood Hunter Moon had taken up most of the night sky. It shimmered in red elegance and black yellow flames from the sun that participated with the moon to create the eclipse, giving the celestial body a halo appearance.

      “Do you have the crystals?” asked Jaiyana as they stepped into the middle of the courtyard. Bellatrix nodded and pulled the three crystals from her pocket. “I know what we have to do,” continued her twin. “Grün gave me the instructions while we were in battle.”

      “You care for him, don’t you?” asked Bellatrix.

      “I do,” replied Jaiyana, “I really do.” She shook her head, “Place the crystals in a triangular formation and leave a decent amount of space between them. We will stand in the middle.”

      Placing the crystals on the ground around them, Bellatrix glanced at the stone dragons on the balcony that appeared to be watching them intently. It was astonishing how a year ago she and her twin had said their last goodbyes before she escaped into a mindless state for the next year. Now they were scrambling to break the curse so each of them could be with their true love.

      “Done!” she cried, her chest heaving.

      “Take my hands,” commanded Jaiyana. Within the center of the triangular pattern, the twins intertwined their fingers and felt their powers begin to combine. “Now your desire to break the curse and your desire for happiness put forth.” She began to chant. “Tonight under the Blood Hunter Moon, we call on the Power of the Eclipse to right unspeakable wrongs. We take the Evils of the past and combine them with the Goodness of the present…”

      As Jaiyana spoke, Bellatrix noticed yellow light begin to form around them, and blinding streaks shot upward from each of the crystals. Red light from the Blood Hunter Moon combined with the white and yellow and swirled around them.

      “Using the Crystals of Time, we break the Curse of Lovers and unbind our tongues. For the Blood Hunter Moon rising in Scorpio and kissing the sun, we declare that the magic and love of the Meadowbrooks shall live on forevermore!”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Bellatrix noticed a dark shadow coming towards them. In a fast motion she pulled her sister downward as one of the dragon statues narrowly missed their heads.

      The twins turned as the colors whirled around them, and, to their horror, Roarke stood in the doorway of the castle. His hands were raised and the wind whipped his cape around his body. “You twins think you can stop me! No! I am the most powerful wizard in all of Maldinia! You will never break my curse.”

      He threw forth a spell, and the twins called forth a matching spell of their own. Swirls and whirls of red, yellow, and white light surrounded them. The two spells collided with each other head on and became locked in a tug of war as to who would overcome the other and reign victorious!

      Bellatrix looked at Jaiyana, and their twin minds silently communicated to one another what was to come next. Together they cried their words of power to the night sky.

      “Blood Hunter Moon we call upon you to destroy the wickedness that has held us captive for too long. For in the battle of love and war, Love will forever right the wrongs and defeat the Evil that walks among us.”

      With every fiber of their strength, the twins called forth the Red Moon’s rays and combined them with the light that circled around them. The strength overpowered Roarke’s spell of hatred and control and swallowed him and his villainous ways. In an ear splitting-crack and flashing phase of light, the twins found themselves alone on the balcony. Prince Roarke was gone, as were the crystals. They looked up to see the moon moving out of the lunar eclipse, and the redness faded into the beauty of the star-studded night sky. At long last, the twins felt their souls fly buoyant and free.

      “Are you alright,” whispered Bellatrix as a wave of exhaustion washed over her. She leaned against her twin with their hands still intertwined.

      “Yes,” replied Jaiyana. “We did it, Sister! she announced as she hugged Bellatrix.

      Their tender moment was broken by the sound of footsteps approaching, and their lovers Grün and Eryx rushed onto the balcony. The twins broke their embrace to fall into the arms of the brave men they loved.

      “Jaiyana!” cried Grün. “I was so worried about you. I could not bear to think of anything horrible to befall you.” He cleared his throat and seemed unsure of what to say next. “I am fond of you, Princess, and I hope you would consider the idea of courtship between us.”

      Smiling, Jaiyana leaned forward and placed a kiss on Grün’s lips. “I love you!” she cried.

      Throwing her arms around him, her smile widened as there was proof that the curse was broken.

      “I love you, too,” replied Grün, shocked by her bold manner but clearly enjoying it.

      “You are truly a force to be reckoned with,” whispered Eryx, “I was trying to save your life, but instead, you saved mine! For that I will be forever grateful to you. Any man who believes that a woman is not capable to reign an entire royal kingdom and rule with the wisdom of the wisest judge is a fool. I am truly happy that you love me, for I would never wish to be your enemy. Will you marry me, Beautiful Witch Princess, for I can now say the words I have waited so long to ask.?”

      Bellatrix grinned and touched her nose against his. “Of course, I will marry you, Eryx. I love you.” The way the words fell freely from her mouth made her soul flutter with joy.

      “Oh, be still, my heart!” The couples turned to see the Queen standing on the balcony holding her hand to her chest as tears dripped from her eyes. “This is what I have always wanted for both of you since the day you were born. For you to show the world how strong you are and to allow you to choose who you wished to spend forever with.”

      “You are mighty strong yourself,  Your Majesty,” said Eryx. “The way you wielded that sword, I would never want to be in a fight with you.”

      The Queen blushed. “I know my daughters are capable of handling themselves, but it brings my mind peace to know they both have good men who will love and support them.”

      “Ahem,” the sound of a throat clearing caused the group to turn around. With shocked expressions, their eyes took in the King of Maldinia who stood before them. He wobbled on his legs, and in his hands he clutched a golden staff. Jaiyana’s old staff.

      “I hate to interrupt this happy celebration.  My Dear Queen, would you give me a moment with my daughters?” He spoke in a low voice.

      The Queen touched his arm affectionately and turned towards her future sons-in-law. “Come on, Eryx and Grün, let’s head inside and check on Fengari. The men glared at the King of Maldinia but knew better than to question the Queen’s wishes. Once they had left,  the King hobbled forward and stood before his daughters.

      “My offspring are now witches,” began the King. “I ban magic and now magic stands before me. My daughters are more powerful than I will ever be, and I see the error of my ways.”

      “Where did you get that staff?” demanded Jaiyana.

      “The dragon Fengari tossed it to me. He said I could use this and feel how someone else had felt for a very long time. My stay in the dungeon weakened my legs, and I lost my strength.”

      “How could you do this to us?” interrupted Jaiyana. “Why didn't you love us for who we are?”

      “Why is being a woman so wrong in your eyes?” added Bellatrix.

      The King paused and stroked his beard. “I can give you no real explanation other than I am a fool. For generations it was engraved in my lineage and passed down through our family line, that the ruler on the throne should always be a man. My father never showed me love, and no matter what I did, I could never please him. This caused me to become bitter and angry. I projected my past onto you both. I felt if a male heir did not continue the legacy, I would be bringing shame to my family and disappoint my father. But I see now I have been as wise as the court jester and my antiquated way of thinking is irrelevant. When Roarke called me a liar and took away my palace and kingdom, I felt betrayed, for I thought as royals, we were to take the word of the other.

      “Prince Roarke treated me in the manner I had treated so many other subjects and locked me away in the dungeons without allowing me the opportunity to defend my innocence. As I sat closeted with your mother, she enlightened me, and made me realize I was suffering the way I had let my own daughters suffer along with the citizens of Malidina. Locked in solitude for a whole year played upon my mind and allowed me to see the ugliness that festered within my soul. I could no longer bear the shame for the hurt I had caused out of my own selfishness, and I began to lose all grip on reality.  My sanity faded.

      “When you came to the dungeons tonight, you had every right to leave me there to continue my suffering. I would have done the same thing to my own father had he done to me what I did to you. But instead, you chose to free me and save me. This makes you both far better people than I have ever been. The way you took on the male betrayer and guards with strength, determination, and love for Maldinia, showed me that I was wrong to ever think a woman was incapable of rule. You showed more heart and honor for our beautiful realm than I ever did.”

      Tears pricked at the patriarch's eyes. “I do not expect forgiveness from both of you. But I am truly sorry for the pain I have caused you both by forcing you to marry, Bellatrix, to someone you did not love, and by not taking more concern at your injury, Jaiyana. I am happy you are healed. If you could give me the opportunity to prove to you I have changed, and allow me to be the father I should have been to you long ago, I would be forever grateful. I am so very sorry. I am willing to mend this relationship if you are.”

      Before the princesses could reply, Jinx scurried out the door and interrupted the conversation. With a straight tail and eyes blazing green, the cat padded over and looked up at the royal monarch. “Does your request for forgiveness extend to the feline population, Your Majesty? You cannot imagine the suffering this member of the royal family has endured over the past year, leaving his velvet basket behind to guide the princesses to victory, it seems I am owed an apology as well and lots of treats!”

      “Jinx!” groaned Jaiyana. She picked up the black tabby and cuddled him.

      Their pet’s entrance eased the intense moment, the twins looked at one another and silently communicated their feelings. How they longed to have a loving relationship with their father.

      “We would be willing to try,” replied Bellatrix, and the two daughters put their arms around the King in a tight embrace.

      “I can feel the love!” cried Jinx, “Easy! Don’t squish me!”

      Under the Red Hunter Moon, another spell began to blossom, a conjuration of love, forgiveness, and new beginnings.
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      The King of Maldinia retired from his duties stating that his daughters had conquered the palace and were now in charge. The twins made sure to reverse any rules forbidding magic, and the Good Witches of the Woods were let out from the ghost trees and became healers among the citizens. Fengari became a castle favorite, Jinx lounged in his velvet basket, and Iris was invited to live at the palace and dazzled everyone with her exquisite jams. Most importantly, the princesses formed a stronger bond with their father who made good on his promise to be a better father and a more humble king.

      Bellatrix and Jaiyana stood on the balcony, months later as the next full moon cycle took place.

      “It feels good to be queen,” confessed Jaiyana. “We make a splendid monarchy.”

      “That we do,” replied Bellatrix.

      “Good evening, my dears,” a familiar voice called. Bellatrix turned to see Tiahanna standing before them.

      “Who is she?” asked Jaiyana.

      “The woman who healed my mind and is Grün’s aunt,” replied the princess.

      The Good Witch walked to them with her arms stretched outward. “Bellatrix and Jaiyana, I cannot thank you enough for allowing people of magic to be recognized for our healing and helping others. It makes my heart happy to see Maldinia ruled with love and kindness instead of  malice and greed.”

      “Thank you, Tiahanna.  We could not have done it without your guidance.” replied Bellatrix.

      “I come to return what was taken from you in an exchange,” continued Tiahanna. Taking the princess’s hand, she dropped the gold ring that Bellatrix had offered as collateral in the ghost forest. “It is now rightfully yours as is the palace and the realm.”

      Sliding the ring back onto her finger, Bellatrix smiled and grabbed her sister’s hand whose index finger bore the same band. “Thank you Tiahanna. You offered us help when we needed it most,” she whispered.

      “That is what we Good Witches do! Now thanks to you, the whole realm benefits from our goodness. Ah, my darling friends! I must be off,” she turned and gave a sly smile to Jiayana. “I am grateful to see my nephew has found a beautiful powerful woman like yourself to be his bride. Take care of him, for he sometimes is not all there.” Laughing, she disappeared into the night.

      “Never again will Maldinia underestimate the power of a woman,” declared Jaiyana.

      Bellatrix nodded.  Her sister spoke the words of truth. For no matter how many times Evil tried to take reign, the magic of Love and Kindness would always stand victorious against the angry tide.
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        His promise shields her from death’s cruel embrace.

      

      

      Jade Fox has it all—good looks, fast money, and a mind of her own. As an up-and-coming model in Chicago, Jade is certain that her future looks bright, and the sky’s the limit. That’s until the sky comes crashing down on her, and her life changes forever.

      Sold to a sinister gang of rival magicians by her estranged father, Jade is forced to marry a cruel mobster hellbent on breaking her in. Will the promise of her childhood sweetheart—a powerful Midwestern warlock and mob boss—protect her from her fate?

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






Jade

        

      

    

    
      “I see the bride-to-be is getting cold feet. But we don’t have that much time left, Jade. You’re gonna have to show more skin if you want to get paid by the Boss,” Vince gritted out.

      Jade looked up at her photographer with momentary contempt before concealing her bad mood with a forced smile. She didn’t squander this month’s rent for an exclusive boudoir photoshoot to be a bust, no matter how much Vince was getting on her last nerves. The price tag attached to her professional hair and makeup was enough to get her to shut up and swallow her words.

      “I know! I know! It’s just this is my first time doing anything like this, Vince. And I thought I’d be doing it with a friend. I hope you understand. It’s not you. It’s me.” Her head hung off the side of her queen-sized bed, legs crossed against the headboard as she arched her back.

      Jade’s expression melted into a sweet smile to lure whoever would end up viewing her photos to subscribe long term. The price of living in Chicago was sky high compared to her childhood home in Detroit, and as her modeling gigs dried up, she found herself more desperate by the day. Jade didn’t have anyone or anything to else fall back on. She only had herself to rely on in virtual exile, estranged from her family, friends, and former fiancé. Then came HEX, and her life changed forever. She wouldn’t know if it was for the better until she dug herself out of her financial hole.

      “I understand! Really, I do. But you gotta relax and smile a little, ‘kay? You’re selling sex, not attending a funeral, for fuck’s sake! You’re beautiful! You got all the right curves in all the right places. And the look he’s looking for! Now all you gotta do is relax and move your hips...” His words were harsh, but his hands were gentle as they guided her into position after position, making her more sensual and appealing to whoever was shelling out top-dollar for a sexy, pretend bridal shoot with a Halloween theme. It took everything in Jade not to hex Vince as she played at being a witch, even though on some level, Jade knew she was being unreasonable.

      He was curt, a jerk. Hell, he was an asshole if Jade was honest with herself; and she only hired him because her friend Alicia up and disappeared at the very last minute. Alicia swore she was down for transforming Jade into an enchanting witchy bride for her latest client, took her deposit, and bounced. Jade preferred to work with Alicia and almost canceled the photoshoot altogether, but Vince came to her rescue with a crew of professionals willing to travel to her tiny apartment on extremely short notice. From the way he was talking now, Jade was convinced he knew the Boss very well. So, she took what she could get. 

      Who should I really be mad at, huh? Who needs to get hexed when it’s my dumbass fault for believing that flighty bitch in the first place? I guess beggars can’t be choosers at the end of the day. It’s my fault, not Vince’s, or… Well, it’s thirty percent Alicia’s fault and seventy percent mine for believing in her in the first place. Still...

      Jade could spend her time lamenting internally, but she knew it was best for her to just get it all over with. She rolled onto her stomach, mind wandering far, far away. Her eyes kept drifting to her altar, where a circular jade pendant on a silver chain swung from a bundle of white sage. It was a gift from a lover who she often missed when autumn rolled around each year, the dead of winter right around the corner. She could hock it for fast cash, but Jade could never bring herself to do so. So instead, she pushed her breasts forward, her honey-brown and black reverse ombre hair falling past her dark brown eyes in waves.

      “That’s it! Hold that pose.” She blocked out the snapping of his lens and focused on what was keeping her going.

      Rent was due by the first of the month. And her father had all but killed anyone she could think of to help her out. Being a mobster’s daughter had its perks until you had a falling out with your family and needed to scrap by to survive like Jade. She was so close to breaking into the top ten percent on HEX, the number one destination for bewitching beauties, charming cuties, and dripping wet hypnotic—

      “Hey? Pay attention, Jade! We’re almost finished, okay?” Vince murmured, snapping his fingers in front of her face again so she would refocus on him.

      “Okay,” Jade whispered back as she set up at his direction. Vince got her to rest on her heels as she leaned back, groping her breasts through her black lingerie. 

      Vince shot her a crooked grin, “Look, Jade, you need to show more skin, okay? It’s what the Boss wants. Trust me when I say you don’t want to piss him off! Hell, the only reason I came all this way downtown was to please him. When he told me your photographer dropped out, I was on it. I owe him, you know...”

      Jade frowned, again blocking out the sound of his nasally voice, turning her face away from Vince so she could avoid his invasive dull brown eyes. She couldn’t afford to miss this month’s rent, and whoever her mysterious new patron was, they were willing to pay big bucks for full-frontal nudity. Jade felt the sneaking suspicion that whoever it was knew way more about her personal life than they should with what little she put up on social media, especially HEX.

      Hell, if not for the weight the Song surname carried in the magician underworld, Jade didn’t believe she could have pulled half the business she did starting out. Before things really went south with her family, it was as easy as saying, “Hi, I’m Jade Song, but my friends call me Jade Fox,” to get her into a studio. It wasn’t like she advertised herself like that. She just got a portfolio together and hit up contacts she met through other privileged connections. 

      Could this new Boss be tied to her father, Charles Song? Is that how he got to her so fast? She doubted it, but she doubted a lot as of late and never seemed to find any answers. Jade fiddled with the clear buttons on her white boyfriend button-down shirt for a long, long while contemplating what she should do. How far would she go to get from under her father’s thumb, when she was basically still a pawn in his game?

      Her dad had to be getting a cut from this new website that seemed to pop up overnight, providing easy access to big spenders in the human world and magician underworld who liked a little spark with their porno. Not that it comforted her to think her dad knew about her after-hour activities. But for someone like him who had his hands in everything, it was a wonder how this Boss wasn’t under her father’s spell.

      “That’s it. Now we’re going to slide your shirt down just a bit so we can get a nice shot of you in that pretty black lingerie. Then we’ll take a shot with just the underwear, no bra.” Finally, she relented, unbuttoning her shirt fully as it fell onto the sheets. Vince swooped in and threw it to the ground, pushing her backward slowly to get the right angle. She felt exposed, and more than a little weary. But if Jade had already gone this far, she could go further. There was no stopping her ambition to make a life for herself so she could return to Detroit with her head held high.

      “That’s it, babe. Raise your hips in the air a little more, okay? Perfect! Actually, let’s take a break and try a new eyeshadow. Something more smokey. You’re trying to sell sexy witch, not a haggard hag. And, you look tired.” He had a point, though the last thing Jade wanted to do was change her makeup again when she was already so worn out, her bank account drained dry.

      She bit her lips, convinced she’d smudged her purple lipstick in the process. But Jade would do it. All she had to do was hold out for a little longer. Vince would develop the photos, send them to her mysterious client, and Jade could go back to having the life she always wanted for herself despite her father’s best efforts to destroy what she created.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The shoot wrapped up without incident, even though Jade felt that she had gone way too far, way too fast. There was nothing she could do about it, so she focused on what was ahead—getting ready for her weekly livestream and getting a hold of one of the twins. Alicia, her missing-in-action photographer, and Belinda were twin sisters. Both were also nosey know-it-alls, two stuck up witches born and raised on the Northside of the city from old European magical lineages that retained their money abroad. But only one seemed to ever keep their phone charged. So Jade called Belinda.

      “Hey~ babe!” Jade stopped herself from cussing, smelling the alcohol on her breath through the phone. She wasn’t going to get anywhere with Belinda on the verge of being blackout drunk. Jade had the overwhelming urge to hang up the phone and forget about it until morning.

      “Hey girl. Um, where’s your sister? She stood me up, you know!” Jade asked, with genuine confusion, hoping against reason Belinda could connect the dots. “I was counting on her to help me pull off this whole witchy bride thing for my client.”

      “Uh… Sorry, babe, she’s such a fucking ditz! I told her stupid ass to be there, but something came up, I think? Idk. But I have the solution! Do a private livestream with a big tipper, and bam!” Belinda stumbled; Jade could hear her picking herself off the ground. “Ow! Shit! Anyway, problem solved! Want me to send a link?”

      “Money doesn’t solve everything, Belinda, but thanks anyway. Just have her put the deposit towards another photoshoot when you see her again. I’m already doing everything I can to get more money, and I don’t think I can handle the pressure of a private stream tonight. I might as well summon up a bag full of cash at this point.” Jade pulled her black stockings down and kicked them off after pouring herself a glass of water. She wished it was a shot to calm her nerves, but she wanted to stay sober that night. But her throat suddenly felt dry. Her nerves were truly shot, and a private show after a nearly botched photoshoot wasn’t how she thought she’d be spending the rest of the night.

      “I love you, Jade, but your spell craft is trash! You wouldn’t be able to keep it that way, whatever you used to substitute it with...” Belinda giggled manically over the line.

      “Well, seeing as I’m a sorceress, not a witch, it’s to be expected. If you want me to grow some of your plants thick and healthy, I got you!” They both laughed, Jade waving her hand over her wilting money plant, its coin-shaped leaves filling in. Inherent Earth magic was useful for keeping her green space blooming, but not putting green bills in her pocket, unfortunately.

      “So?” Belinda asked, her high-pitched voice nearly deafening.

      “So~?” Jade asked back in a sing-song voice matching Belinda’s.

      “Soooo~ you want me to text Richard and give him a private link on HEX? I know, I know, you’re too tired or whatever. But babe, you need his cash, and he’s willing to send it to you. Just dance a little and have some fun! Actually, he’s been asking me about you. If we ever collaborate. That kind of thing! Maybe he’s really interested and just shy? He’s sooo~ chill and kinda funny in a creepy way, you know? You in?” Belinda sounded as though she was struggling with her keys. 

      Hopefully, she’s in front of her building and not breaking into an ex’s condo again, Jade thought ruefully.

      Jade mulled over her answer for a bit before saying, “K’. I’ll send a link, and you send it to him. Goodnight. Thanks for the tip!”

      Jade sighed deeply, flopping down on her bed after hanging up. She stared up at the crack in her white ceiling, spacing out for the millionth time that night. She couldn’t seem to stay focused lately. It was for the best, really, because her racing mind would keep her up at night as she tried to figure out what her next move would be.

      Maybe she should have pushed harder. But a drunk witch wandering around during Halloween was dangerous enough. She didn’t need Belinda getting into any more trouble than she probably already got into that night. Besides, what else was she supposed to do? Belinda and Alicia were her only friends since moving to Chicago a few months ago. They were the only other female magicians she knew not connected to her father. And, most importantly, they made her new lifestyle somewhat bearable.

      The Jaeger twins were often unreliable when she felt like she needed them the most. But, Jade thought with a twisted grin, they came through when she really needed them the most. So, Jade let Alicia’s unexplained absence slide, not because she wanted to, but because she had to. There was no one else to lean back on. It was either trust in her little pseudo-coven or go it alone. And Jade figured out a long time ago she was someone that did not do well alone.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Bunni: Hey Richard! It’s Bunni. How are you, babe?

        

      

      Jade looked at the notification popping up on her screen with a familiar username, richard1783. She saw him often on Belinda’s livestreams. Jade hadn’t mastered the art of virtual flirting, but the men kept coming, so she figured they weren’t too concerned. They cared more about what she was doing with her mouth on camera rather than what she said. Jade glanced around her room, now bathed in an eerie purple glow that played up the reason people with money flocked to HEX in the first place—to see the sexy side of their neighborhood “witch.”    

      
        
        richard1783: Hey. Busy. Hbu?

        

      

      Jade smiled, tossing her hair over her shoulder even though he couldn’t see her just yet. He wasn’t a very talkative man, but he had deep pockets, according to Belinda, and pleasant kinks. She often joked about him being her ‘finsub” because all she needed to do was look pretty, and he opened his wallet for her. Jade wasn’t sure if she could build that type of relationship with him. But Jade was more than open to trying. She was desperate, and it would be better than shipping nudes to some faceless stranger to make do. Especially if it meant never seeing that creep Vince ever again. Not that he said or did anything out of pocket. There was just something about him she didn’t like one bit, and Jade hoped to never see him again.

      
        
        Bunni: Nothing much. So, what do you want me to do before we share screens? So, I can prepare. Magic takes a lot out of me.

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: Let’s play a game then. I want to test something out… You in?

        

      

      
        
        Bunni: Sounds serial killer-ish… But I’m in!

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: LMBAO! You’re crazy, you know that, right?

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: How about I come over and play. Trick or treat, Bunni? Your choice.

        

      

      Virtual trick or treat? The idea intrigued her. Jade had been holed away in her crummy apartment for so long as she wracked her brain to find a way to pay rent that any human interaction was worthwhile. Plus, anything online was much better than dressing up as a sexy kitty and shuffling around an adult Halloween party with Belinda and Alicia dragging her along.

      
        
        Bunni: Trick?

        

      

      She was feeling adventurous.

      
        
        richard1783: K. Got something that vibrates when turned on lying around?

        

      

      
        
        Bunni: A vibrator?

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: Or a drill or a phone. But shit, if you want to use a vibrator, I’m not gonna complain!

        

      

      Jade snorted. He was a little too cocky for her taste, but he made her laugh like Belinda promised he would in-between drunken follow-up texts.

      
        
        richard1783: What color, size, and shape?

        

      

      
        
        Bunni: ...Gray. Egg-shaped? Black power source. About the length of my arm when you pull the cord wide.

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: Hmm… Can you feel me touching you with it?

        

      

      Huh? Jade blinked at her black screen and frowned. Is this fool really trying to project himself into my room?

      That sort of magic wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, but it wasn’t very probable some random magician would know how to. HEX screened for those types, and they paid top dollar for private “in-person” sessions, more than what Richard was paying for a private stream. But then, Jade heard something bouncing around inside of her nightstand. She gulped, embarrassed. It was her vibrator going crazy!

      Are you touching yourself right now, Bunni, or is that knocking I hear something else? Wood, maybe?

      Jade jerked upward from her resting position on her stomach. She could register the sound of his voice loud and clear in her ears, but she couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. She stared at her black screen and glowing chat box, freaking out, and oddly turned on. Whoever he was, he was powerful. Establishing a mental connection wasn’t an everyday spell. Taking control of objects across a great distance? Unthinkable for anyone but the most powerful of magicians. Unless…

      
        
        Bunni: Are we neighbors? Is this some type of sick joke? Is Linda in on it!?

        

      

      Jade thought she must’ve run him off because he didn’t respond right away. Shit! But when he did, she only grew more confused.

      
        
        richard1783: You asked me for a trick, sweetheart, so I delivered. I don’t live near you and Linda isn’t in on anything, if that’s what you’re getting at. But we may know each other. The Magic Mob is a small world... 

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: The past always catches up with you, you know?

        

      

      Oh fuck! He’s got to know my father!

      
        
        Bunni: So, you’re one of his goons, huh?

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: ...I don’t work for anyone but myself. But there’s only one way to find out if we know each other.

        

      

      
        
        Bunni: As opposed to just telling me?

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: Well, I can’t see your face. I don’t know what you look like. You’re super private about everything. Invite only. Remember, you got to turn the camera on and invite me in.

        

      

      
        
        Bunni: Are you a fucking vampire!? Why do I need to “invite you in?” I’ll only show my face if you show yours first.

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: You know, you’re really demanding for someone asking me for money!

        

      

      Jade knew she was being paranoid and that the chances of her actually knowing “richard1783” was next to none. It was more likely Belinda placed something in her apartment to open up her world to his, so he could play a stupid prank on her. Maybe he got off on scaring the girls on the other side of the screen, knowing full well he could never track them down or touch them fully. Even a half-witted wizard could channel his energy over space with a little help on the other end.

      At least, that’s how Jade tried to convince herself to calm herself down. But something about the whole situation stunk. But unlike Vince and her mysterious patron, something inside of her said jump, don’t hesitate, and see where things were going. So she did. She was feeling adventurous, and the rush of knowing whoever was pranking her drove her to do something foolish that night when any other night she would have called it quits.

      
        
        Bunni: Okay… Then how about we play your game! Why not? Treat! I’m craving something sweet. And I want answers. Now! So how about you come over and show me what you’re really about?

        

      

      Her finger hovered over the enter key for what felt like years before she finally mustered up the courage to hit send. Jade flipped her cam on for a moment, so he could see her bedroom and her face, still wearing the same lingerie she’d worn for the photoshoot. She wanted to know if he could really do what he was showing her he could do. Glimpses, at least, with inanimate objects. Jade waited, and waited, her dread intensifying as the three dots signally he was typing stopped, and started, stopped, and started until they disappeared altogether.

      
        
        Bunni: Hey? Richard, are you still there? Like what you see?

        

      

      
        
        richard1783: Bet. Sit tight. I’m coming for you.

        

      

      He wrote back almost instantly, and almost simultaneously, her computer crashed. Her new laptop decided to quit on her at just the wrong time!

      “I just got this damn thing! What the hell!” She wailed, before gasping in shock, in utter disbelief. 

      “Ahhh!” Jade watched in wide-eyed wonder as he materialized beside her makeshift altar, throwing herself to the other side of the room and off her bed. He was but a shadow, formless until he took the shape of a man. For some reason, she could not verbalize, Jade couldn’t see his face, couldn’t even look at him. But his body was firm and real, and she walked towards him before she could stop herself, clutching her computer like a bat. 

      “What...are...you?” She murmured as she crossed the room. He became more solid before her eyes, dark brown skin contrasting sharply against her light brown. He was tall, much taller than Jade, and she felt insignificant against his broad chest as he wrapped his hands around her thin waist. She recoiled instinctively as her hands passed through him, setting her laptop down on her nightstand. Then, Jade ran her hands up his stomach and towards his pecs—his body solid once again—hands fanning out to trace his muscular arms. She should be afraid. But all she wanted was for him to kiss her silly and make her forget about her mounting debt and constant worries. A magician that powerful was someone she needed to get close to.

      Something in Jade’s mind was screaming at her to run, grab her grimoire, and summon up some protection, maybe even encase him in vines with her innate magic. But whoever this warlock or wizard or sorcerer was, Jade felt oddly safe in his arms. She finally relented, allowing herself to lose herself in his ghost-like embrace. He’d be gone come morning, anyway. She glanced at her tiny altar and her suspended pendant, watching as the black candle she lit in prayer after the shoot melted down into obsidian wax. It wouldn’t be long until it burnt itself out, much like their moonlit fling. 

      “What’s your name?” She whispered as he leaned forward and took her down to the bed.

      He stiffened against her like the illusion was broken for him. “Does it even matter after we’ve gone this far?” He finally said, his knuckles grazing her cheek, as his free hand gripped her breast, thumb rolling her hard nipple through the black lace still covering her skin. Jade shuddered.

      “I guess not, Richard.” He frowned, his eyes still obscured by wispy smoke, though his features were filling in bit by bit. A sharp jawline, broad nose, and thick lips. He was handsome, if a bit rough around the edges—literally. Jade marveled at his power, amazed at the raw energy he had to have cultivated to keep himself stable for so long. She could only dream of such immense power. Jade was never a studious witch, and the magic that ran in her blood felt weak and distant most of the time. She envied him.

      “...theme?” She caught the tail-end of his sentence.

      “What?” She asked, his erection grinding into her stomach.

      “Were you playing dress up?” Her guest repeated himself as he stripped her of her bralette. “Themed shoot?”

      “Yeah. Some client, but...” she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Let’s not talk about him.”

      “Whatever you say, Bunni—” he said.

      “Call me Jade,” she cut him off with a kiss before murmuring, “Why were you searching for me?”

      “Searching?” He asked, his nails digging into her bottom as he ground against her pussy.

      “Yes… Yes! Linda… Linda said you were looking for me?” Whatever he was doing to her, she couldn’t find the word to explain. It was the best sex she had in her life, though for all intents and purposes, they were still dry humping.

      Her guest refused to reply, grunting then nipping at her ear as he sought release. Jade changed topics, not wanting to lose complete control of herself in her precarious situation. 

      “Are you real,” she asked as he plastered his body against hers. She sucked in a sharp breath as she imagined him filling her, hot, hard, and thick. 

      “Very. But I’m not here in the way you think I am. Or, how you want me to be, sweetheart, unfortunately.” There it was again, the fleeting thought that she knew this apparition, this midnight skinned man who looked so familiar and foreign all at once. His eyes focused, and Jade saw him, all of him, but she couldn’t remember why. Why did she feel so drawn to him, compelled to fall into his arms and spread her legs wide? Why did he look so similar to a man she couldn’t quite dredge up from her hazy memories?

      “What are you?” She asked again.

      “A warlock. A man. Your piggy bank, I suppose,” He murmured against her chin, leaving behind a trail of feather-light kisses against her jaw.

      “And what does that make me?” She asked.

      “A sorceress. A witch. A woman. My woman, I guess. Or, would it be better if I was some evil spirit?” He chuckled, low and deep, chest rumbling as it exploded into full-blown laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” Her breath hitched as he rocked against her, and what little control she had left inside of her snapped completely. She hadn’t inadvertently summoned whoever the stranger was into her home to dry hump under the moonlight. She needed something hotter and harder inside of her to forget her troubles, to play the self-assured witch she projected to thousands behind a screen for one night.

      “You’re askin’ too many questions, when you should focus on this feeling instead.” He punctuated his sentence with a thrust of his hips.

      Jade bucked upward, meeting him, moaning all the while as his power surged inside of her. “And you’re one to talk with your magical cock pressing against my pussy, Mr. Ghost. You’re too busy answering me instead of giving and letting me receive. Now, how about you get to work giving me the treat I asked for, hm?”

      Their lips met, tongues caressed, and for once, Jade forgot everything that was troubling her and focused only on him. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and he held her close, too gentle to be a stranger. His tongue was inside of her mouth again before she knew it, and she found herself wrapping her legs around his waist too. Jade gasped as she felt a surge of raw energy hit her core.

      He was fucking her, not really, of course, even if he felt solid against her sweaty skin. But the feeling was electrifying, real or imagined, better than anything a vibrator or a man could do. It shook Jade to her core. The sensations of her conjured lover making love to her, in all the right places, felt downright divine. He was attuned to her body, just as she was to his. She melted into the sheets, coming back down to Earth from an explosive high. Lips parted, panting softly, Jade watched the stranger’s hands ghost over her hips, caressing her breasts, and then wrap around her throat as he continued to ride her through her high.

      “Baby girl, let me in. I can’t… Hold… It took too much energy to hold you, but it’ll be worth it in the end. I can’t find you… It took so long… So many people… Pit stops… But I had to try… Why did you run away? Where have you been? Jade...” And just like that, all the puzzle pieces came together, and her eyes flew open as her ceremonial candlelight was snubbed out by a sudden gust of wind. 

      All at once, Jade knew whose skin she was digging into, almost certain that black nail polish was now embedded in his ebony skin. He was older, stronger, and more mature, but she’d recognize that voice and that pet name anywhere, even shrouded in mystery projected a whole state away.

      “Ra—” But before she could say his name, he held her tight and moaned. Unlike her, her lover left no traces of his orgasm inside of her. More disturbing was the fact he was dissipating altogether. The spell was broken, it seemed, and he could no longer hold on to the body he projected into her room. She grabbed at him, not wanting to leave his embrace, mouth overflowing with questions to the point she felt like she was drowning. But it was too late.

      He caressed her face one last time, dark brown eyes filled with an emotion she couldn’t decipher. And just like that, he was gone with the wind, a phantom without a trace. Jade tried to stand, to grab her grimoire and divine what just visited her that strange Halloween night, leaving her shaking and breathless. But she couldn’t find the strength to do so, and so she remained where she was, shaken to her core.

      When she finally stood, her body could not hold herself upward. So, she crawled towards her altar, finally settling against the wall beside it.

      “Why…?” She blinked back tears, smiling all the while, as she approached her altar and kneeled. But she wasn’t sad. Far from it, she was filled with determination. Her hunch was correct. Three months of back rent was left in a clip on her altar, and a set of keys swung from the place her pendant once hung. He’d left behind the ultimate treat and an invitation back into his arms after so many years spent apart. Now all she needed to do was summon up the courage to find her childhood sweetheart again.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






Ransom

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Month Ago

      

      

      “Is that a threat?” the whiny witch spat, glaring down at him. 

      Ransom peered over his reading glasses at the woman bitching on the other side of the room, tossing aside the minutes of a meeting that caught fire after he snapped his fingers, disappearing without a trace. Snatching his glasses off and tossing them aside into a void that opened up beside him, Ransom glared up at her in response. She glared back at him with an icy blue gaze that would send a chill down any man’s spine. But Ransom wasn’t any man, and she was pissing him off. He lowered his glock onto a large white folding table in front of him. 

      The steady, hypnotic, rhythmic thudding of classic Detroit techno slammed against the iron door separating them from the rest of the warehouse where a large “underground” rave was taking place. Sponsored by a local promoter and sanctioned by the city, mostly, it was a way for the cautious to feel like they were breaking the law.

      If nothing else, the party scene going mainstream meant a steady flow of easy cash for Ransom and the Midwest Warlock Brotherhood, sometimes referred to as the Warlock Mob, commonly known as MWB on the streets of Detroit. Ransom smirked to himself, remembering how he made a few hundred dollars off of baggies filled with over-the-counter pills he sold to some rich suburban brats high out of their mind off of Ransom’s real supply when the rave began.

      “No, Isabella,” he said, finally coming back to the present. “It’s a promise. I don’t make threats. You should know that better than anybody by now. I keep my promises, you vindictive bitch! And I promised you if you didn’t stay outta my fuckin’ business the last time we met, I would make it so you couldn’t do it again. Besides, I’m not the one who dressed for my own funeral and barged into a rival’s compound unannounced, after all. Now, sit your scrawny ass down and stop acting so high and mighty, or get the fuck out.” He leaned back in his folding chair, crossing his arms over his broad chest, white tank top stretched tight over his bulging muscles. 

      “Ha! I’ll have you know this is authentic Streghe, infused with magic from a bloodline dating back to Ancient Greece, who dressed the Emperors of Rome and are rumored to have clothed the Grand Alchemist himself!” Isabella huffed. She seemed more offended by his insinuation that she had no fashion sense rather than the death threat he just made. A flash of light caught Ransom’s dark brown eyes, and he tensed all over, ready for a fight.

      But then he realized it was the fluorescent lights catching the emblem on her high-end clutch purse—a pair of golden scissors. The warlock watched the uninvited witch before him with barely repressed disdain, as she tucked her purse underneath her right arm and waltzed to the other side of the compact room. Isabella then pulled her black cape lined with what looked like pure gold over both of her shoulders, head tipping downward as her wide brim hat obscured her face. It still rubbed Ransom the wrong way how she acted around him and his men when she wasn’t in the relative safety of her penthouse in Manhattan.

      “What’s the matter, Isabella?” he murmured, watching as a nearly naked woman appeared to his left, crossing the safe room carrying a tray filled with pure cocaine, only a thin mesh thong covering her pussy, before disappearing mere inches away from Isabella. “Afraid your wrinkles will show in the light? Come back, sweetheart. We don’t have all night.”

      His deliberate attempt to get a rise out of her worked. She spun around, her cool gaze matching her sub-zero aura filled with venomous energy. If looks could kill, he’d be a pillar of salt by now. Ransom rolled his eyes instead. Her melodramatic theatrics were getting in the way of his business. He should be schmoozing with local councilmen and business owners over a cocktail in a nightclub downtown, not holed up above an operation his bond-brothers could handle on their own.

      Isabella snorted after what felt like an eternity of glaring, head pulling back and shoulders squaring, eyes turning plum purple, the rage in them slowly dissipating along with the matching magical energy fanning out all around her. It mixed in well with Ransom’s signature magic, a deeper, darker royal purple that overwhelmed hers by a long shot. 

      An otherworldly calm came over Isabella and she schooled her sour expression. Cocking her hip, she spat, “Listen here, you two-bit thug. I am offering you and your gang of misfit magicians the offer of a—” 

      He cut her off instantly, livid, “Oh save it for somebody who fucking cares! Always so damn haughty. And for what? Most of the Colombo’s are locked up, old as shit, or dead, the weakest of the original Five Families. Your coven of hags has had no sort of power in years, basically banned and disbanded! I ain’t the one who came crying about the Feds and the Jans crawling up my ass begging for support. That was you! Right now. Right here. I just figured I’d get something out of it if I was gonna help a wicked witch like you! But you really expect me to believe you’re the benefactor versus the beneficiary in any alliance we would make? Get real! You wouldn’t be calling on a ‘two-bit thug’ and his ‘gang’ to join you if you could do it yourself, if that were the case.”

      “Tsk, tsk.” Isabella finally sat, throwing back her shoulder-length brown hair, “That’s no way to greet an ally.”

      “But calling me a thug was? I really should just riddle your scrawny body with bullets and throw you out back to regenerate as the wrinkly old hag you are under all of that luxury clothing and hideous makeup.” Ransom’s patience was already running thin since Isabella materialized in the room after demanding they meet up in the dead of night. Now there was just a fine line between his rational mind and the part of him telling him to go ape-shit on her.

      Sucking in a sharp breath, Isabella relented. He could feel her ceding the room to him, her magic retreating as his grew stronger. His dark brows furrowed as he watched her age rapidly until her hairs were streaked in gray and her face sagged under the weight of time. This was the Isabella Ransom first encountered when he ascended to the rank of Grand Warlock of Detroit, making him the de facto boss of the Midwest’s mobbed up magicians. 

      “Look… I don’t have much time. And neither do you. But what I’m offering is much more than what I will gain. Look here.” She waved her hand across the table, and a mystical map of the United States rose out of nothingness. Each region was lit up the corresponding color of its leader’s magic: red, green, blue, purple, and yellow. 

      The red and green stood out to Ransom first, the Southwest and Southeast. The multimillionaire fracking moguls and half-brothers, Antonio del Luna and Diego Jackson, were waging a shadow war throughout those southern states to see who could consolidate power in the South the fastest. The Northeast was lit up bright blue, Isabella’s territory, and that of the other old world, old money magicians who still controlled the city that never sleeps.

      Which left the purple of the Midwest which Ransom had conquered, and yellow to the West that belonged to none other than, “Give me whatever you’re smokin’, Isabella, if you think I’m going to join forces with those psychos and you against the Grand Wizard of Seattle. He rules the West Coast and might as well run this whole damn country! Maraan Industries ring a bell to you? Rahul isn’t rich. That muthafucker is worth, what, a billion dollas and probably a billion more in the underworld? Forget it!”

      She pinched the bridge of her long, narrow nose. “That’s not what I’m trying to do, Ransom. I’m working on Maaran. Trust in my plan! What I’m trying to create is something akin to the National Crime Syndicate. A Magician Syndicate, if you will.”

      It sounded like something out of an old timey movie, but he did vaguely remember Isabella speaking longingly of the days when the Italian and Jewish mobs had joined forces in New York City in the early twentieth century. Something like that could be possible for them, but the Magician Mob was too fragmented to assert that kind of power over all magicians, including civilians not caught up with their mob.

      They couldn’t stop rogue ouija boards that could actually summon demons from getting into the wrong hands, let alone extort every magician in the whole United States of America, and potentially the world. It was by some sort of magic beyond their comprehension that the current power structure of Grand Magicians overseeing artificially constructed regions even held.

      “Go on.” While it sounded too good to be true, something about the prospect was tantalizing to the warlock. For one, it meant stopping the war between the brothers, which disrupted so much of his organization’s work on the borders of those states. Plus, if Maraan was truly open to joining, that meant tapping into money none of them had ever seen before or had access to without stealing it outright and getting more Feds and Jans on their collective asses. Just the prospect made Ransom shiver, licking his chapped lips as a lazy grin spread across his face.

      “Also, I am more than ready to sweeten the pot. I have something the Grand Warlock of Detroit has been looking for, for some time now. Lost, highly forbidden magic condemned by Janus and all other magic orders for some time...” Isabella trailed off, smirking.

      Ransom’s shoulders stiffened, and the arrogance in his face evaporated like smoke. He slammed his fist against the table, and as it shuddered, stood up and threw his folding chair against the wall. It shattered from the force as a tribal tattoo appeared from the top of his right shoulder to his forearm, glowing hot and hard.

      “Don’t play with me, you conniving bitch!” he shouted, enraged.

      “Now, now. Why don’t you sit down and calm yourself. Oh wait! You can’t because of that temper of yours. You think so little of me, when I think the world of you! Why else would I go out of my way for a hood rat like you?” A book came forth from a swirling portal of steel blue magical energy that replaced the map on the table. Ransom took it into his trembling hands, his gaze never leaving hers, as he broke the seal on the jet-black leather cover.

      “Forbidden rites. A toxic punch of hallucinogenic nightshade not unlike that manufactured shit you’re shoving down those raver’s throats. And some other rituals I don’t care to get into. You’ve been looking for this, haven’t you? This particular grimoire, no? The infamous Necroarcanum! A mouthful and a hard find indeed.” Isabella snapped her spindly fingers, and a nail file appeared out of thin air.

      He flipped through the massive tome rapidly with his mind, the pages coated in dust and cobwebs as they flipped in super quick succession, until he came to the end. “Where is it?”

      “Where’s what?” she purred back, coming back to her old self.

      “Shameless. You’re absolutely insufferable and shameless, Isabella! But I’ll join. That’s the catch, isn’t it? There’s always a catch with you... The ultimate piece of this spell for my pledge of allegiance, I assume?” Ransom guessed right. He knew by the way her aura shifted icy blue and held.

      “Fine. But on one condition,” he said.

      “I know, I know. The location of the last page? Your wish,” she said with a grin, face melting back to the prime of her youth as she tilted her chin, “is my command.”
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Jade

        

      

    

    
      A rogue gust of wind slapped Jade across the face as she rushed out the front door of her apartment complex. She hugged herself tight, fighting against the gale-force winds and the bitter cold with only a black bubble coat, matching coal-black gloves and boots, and some blue jeans for protection. Jade felt like shit and knew she’d looked like shit, but for once in a very long time, she didn’t care. 

      All Jade wished for with all her being was for her inherent magic to become fire-aligned at that moment. There only seemed to be two seasons in Chicago: the dead of winter and the prelude to it. Shuffling along, she carried everything that was of any importance to her in her backpack, the only thing missing being her jade pendant that usually swung from her neck. 

      After waffling for what felt like years, Jade was ready to go back. She was ready to face her demons in the form of a crushing sense of guilt she’d carried with her for five long, lonely years. What she had done to her childhood sweetheart was unforgivable, and Jade had intended to go to her grave with the burden of her viper’s nest of conflicted emotions. But he seemed to have opened his heart to her that Halloween night, and with it meant safe passageway back home. 

      It took some digging, but the man Jade used to know, who now went by Ransom, ruled the city of Detroit, the state of Michigan, and much of the Midwest. Chicago was too big to be ruled by one person, an urban sprawl crawling with magical bloodlines. But it seemed the Grand Warlock of Detroit’s Mob had made inroads into every side of the city, which explained how he finally got to Jade. She was just glad it hadn’t been her father first.

      Lost in her thoughts, Jade doubled back and asked forgiveness, crashing into a woman leaving the ATM, her first stop towards her final destination. After the older woman walked off, cussing and fussing all the while, Jade pushed out her intrusive thoughts as best she could so she could focus on the task ahead. She knew the second she made the transaction it would blow her cover.

      If not her father, Charles, Jade knew Ransom would find out soon. She’d have to access her old bank account under her real name to withdraw what little funds were still there. It was the only way she was getting back now that she couldn’t deal in untraceable, end-to-end encrypted digital currency as she’d grown accustomed too since she stopped moonlighting at HEX. 

      Those accounts were frozen the second she said she wasn’t stripping for the camera anymore. And Jade had been too afraid to do in person one-on-ones after her encounter with Vince. The money she got from her mysterious client had paid rent and held her over for a bit, but it wouldn’t be enough to buy off a witch, wizard, or warlock willing to transport her through an unmonitored backportal.

      A part of her had hoped Ransom would teleport back into her room and save her the embarrassment and hassle of getting back herself. Not that she expected Ransom to roll out the red carpet for her so soon. But a part of her had hoped he would; Jade couldn’t lie to herself about that.

      “Shoot! What’s my pin again? It’s been so long...” she murmured to herself, digging in her shallow front pockets for her card. 

      Bending down when the chunk of plastic fell onto the concrete below, Jade couldn’t help but stare at a tiny weed that had burst through a crack, flourishing despite the weather and scarce sunlight. It was a little on the nose, but Jade truly felt like she was that weed fighting against the world for the right to live. And finally, Jade thought with a smile as she remembered the code, she’d been shown some grace.

      With Ransom in her corner, it would only be a matter of time before her older brother forgave her too. Ransom and Wren were as thick as thieves, so one usually followed the lead of the other. Sometimes Jade even wondered if they were the real siblings, and if she was really some changeling found under a bridge by mistake with the way Wren treated her, his sister by blood not by blood oath.

      In the end, it didn’t really matter as long as he forgave her too. It would take patience and grace that her older brother didn’t possess, but like Ransom, time spent apart allowed for people to change in unexpected ways. Maybe he had?

      “Holy shit!” Jade covered her mouth with her gloved hand, thoughts slamming to a stop.

      She blinked, rubbed her tired eyes, and even tapped on the screen a few times thinking it was broken. She canceled her transaction and restarted it, only to be met with the same screen that had knocked the wind out of her. Jade wasn’t hallucinating the five extra zeros in her account.

      Nine. Million. Dollars. Nine million fucking dollars! Who the hell had deposited nine million dollars into her old account, and why? She was missing some unknown element, something huge she’d couldn’t quite grasp. Jade racked her brain with a vengeance, but unfortunately, she came up blank. 

      “... Alicia or Belinda,” Jade finally settled on something probable, knowing even Ransom, and certainly not her brother or father, would be so generous out of the blue.

      “Probably a going away present. Or, an accidental transfer when they were wasted. Yeah, yeah! That makes more sense. Let me just say goodbye to them face to face before I spend the night not getting anywhere. That must be it...” She owned them at least that, even though Jade had the sneaking suspicion the party girls would barely remember she was there once she was gone for good. Stuffing her frostbitten fingertips into her pants pocket, Jade pressed on, adding another stop on the road back home.
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        * * *

      

      “He-Hello?” With all six senses on high alert, Jade stepped through the threshold of Alicia and Belinda’s penthouse in confusion, the door slightly ajar.

      They were forgetful klutzes, but they never left their condo unlocked due to the around the clock security their parents paid for. But that night, as she crossed the empty reception desk and made a beeline to the elevators, there was a strange absence of any magical presence. Only an eclectic assortment of super-wealthy civilians remained, who gave her curious sideways glances as she finally made it to Unit 1086. 

      Shutting the door behind her, Jade called out to the twins again. No response. She frowned, crossing her arms. Alicia and Belinda weren’t back yet, which was more than a little strange. The girls partied hard, but they feared their father’s wrath more than Jade feared hers, and they always came back home to crash. Unless Alicia really did break into her ex’s condo again? 

      But even if that were the case, her parent’s would have bailed her out of jail by then, and Belinda should be back. She’d been missing for weeks, not answering her phone or posting on social media. Jade figured she was back in rehab again and brushed her worries off. But then Alicia went dark too soon after she hooked Jade up with “Richard.” It was all so strange, but things had been so up, and down Jade hadn’t had time to really think about it. 

      Meandering cautiously through the maze of luxury furniture, strange high-end artwork, and pristine white carpets covering the floor of the large living room, she noticed nothing overturned or out of place. Jade then wandered from room to room, stopping near the guest bathroom in the hallway as a sinking sense of dread built in the pit of her stomach. Something was...off. Something was wrong. And the more she thought about it, the more it became clear the twins couldn’t be the source of her sudden millionairess status. 

      They were on a tight leash—as tight as a leash the filthy rich could place on their wayward witchy daughters—and even they would have noticed a mistake that huge. At the very least, Alicia would have contacted her. And even if they didn’t, someone at her bank should have flagged it for fraud, held it up, or sent a damn notice in the mail! Nothing was making sense, and Jade’s mind felt a million miles away. The more she thought about the puzzle pieces of the last few weeks, the more they fell into place, the more she didn’t like nor understand the image they were creating.

      “Who’s there!” Flinching hard, Jade balled up her fists and spun around when she heard what sounded like a whoosh of running water that came and went in a flash.

      Magic. Portal magic, to be specific. She couldn’t master it to save her life, but Jade had witnessed her brother and Ransom do it enough times to recognize the distinct cadence of the universal spell. Backing herself against the wall, Jade murmured a sequence of familiar spells only she could wield. The sparse plants in the room shuddered and came alive, their leaves and vines growing, thickening, and coming closer, forming a makeshift shield between her and whatever force was inside of the living room with her.

      “Ah… How quaint! I assumed a descendant of dragons would have something a little more showy in their arsenal. Now put the petunias away, Jade, and come play with me.” A disembodied voice appeared and disappeared just as quickly. It was slightly nasally, recognizable on some fundamental level, though it took Jade a while to figure out why.

      “V-V-Vince?” She gasped. And just like that, he appeared before her. But this time his face was not his own.

      He was roughly the same height with the same annoying chalk-on-chalkboard voice, dull brown eyes, and shaggy dirty blonde hair. However, his expensive two-piece suit and tie, luxury watch, and overwhelming aura were all wrong. Dead wrong! It was him, but it wasn’t him at the same time. It was like Jade was encountering a mobbed-up magician stock broker instead of a freelance human photographer. She could feel it in the way her own aura began retreating, sensing what she was up against, the faint scent of embalming fluid and cigarettes making her nose itch.

      “Who the hell are you?” Jade spat, encasing herself the best she could in what little greenery dotted the twin’s minimalist apartment.

      Vince remained silent. He gazed at her with a possessiveness that made her quiver in disgust, just as he had during the photoshoot, but worse. A manic glee shined in the depths of his wide eyes, and Jade grimaced as his crooked grin twisted into something menacing and evil.

      “What are you doing here, you pervert?” Her thoughts were crashing into each other, each one fighting for dominance to be spoken. “What did you do to Alicia and Belinda? No… Shit! What do you want? Who the hell are you!?”

      When he finally spoke, Jade felt all the blood in her body hit her feet all at once, and she nearly fainted on the spot, “Oh no, dear girl. Enough questions for now. All will be answered in due time. But, for now, it’s time to depart. I thought I could wait, take some time to choose a lovely dress for our special occasion to celebrate a most joyous union, to accentuate those sweet curves of yours…”

      He trailed off, hand tracing the shape of her body mid-air, before turning his head towards the wide windows overlooking the semi-frozen waters of Lake Michigan far below. “No. There’s no time left. Not with that bastard encroaching on what’s mine, including my territory!”

      “Who are you,” Jade asked again, buying time the best way she could as she fervently chanted in her mind, drawing her power inward, centering herself, growing stronger by the second. 

      He turned to her. His expression now harsh. “Enough of your yapping. Who knew you were such a bitch in heat? Though, I suppose it doesn’t matter in the end. The right price was all Charles needed for your hand in marriage.”

      Shaking her head as the vines came closer and closer still, cocooning Jade in their life affirming life-force, Jade said, “I don’t have any inheritance left! Please! I have nothing you could want! Whatever my father paid, I can match it, maybe even double it for you!” Her voice was, but a broken whisper. She was bargaining for her life, but what else could she do? Jade didn’t assume she’d get out of the condo alive on the strength of her magical powers alone, hoping against reason her father’s price for her head was low and that she could supply more money in exchange for her life.

      He laughed cruelly in return, and with a snap of his wrists, all of her protective magic was obliterated in an instant, leaving her totally bare to his hostile glare as Jade collapsed. She was a specimen once again against a predator that would take what he wanted, no matter what. Of that, she was certain. 

      Vince whispered back, inching closer to Jade, who cowered in the corner of the room. “I don’t want your inheritance, Jade, nor whatever ransom you could deliver for your life. Your father didn’t put out a bounty on your head, sweetheart. Consider it your dowry, of sorts. I mean to marry into the Song Syndicate, and to harness the majesty of your bloodline. I mean to marry you, Jade! I will make you my wife. What an honor, don’t you think, to be more than just a breeding calf as your own father suggested? Well, that’s not all I want to do and will do. I need what only you can give. That’s why I insisted on you. No one else will do! I want that precious blood of your mother that flows through your veins. I want the power your descendants passed onto you, so that I can train an heir. You’re weak! Pitifully so compared to what you were destined to become. But under my watchful eye, our child will be strong.”

      “Vince…” Slowly but surely, she came to understand what the sudden deposit really meant, and her terror only mounted as he continued to speak. A twisted sort of dowry, a parting gift in her father’s fucked up way, while he made out with whatever price for her body Vince was willing to pay. A new fiancé in name only. In reality, she’d be little more than his slave.

      “You may call me Oliver. Oliver Vincent Cross, up-and-coming Grand Wizard of Seattle, Washington to be exact! I’ll be your husband and your master soon enough. You might as well get used to calling me by my true name.” He laughed again, but this time with genuine mirth. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a handkerchief followed by a ball-pointed pen topped with an elaborate Star of David. Flicking his wrists up and down, he began to write, and a contract materialized. 

      The first thing Jade noticed was the Song Syndicate’s blood-red stamp in the shape of a dragon. Vince, or, as he just revealed, Oliver, wasn’t lying to her. No Song placed the official stamp on anything without Charles’s direct approval. Which really meant her father had sold her to him. Hyperventilating, Jade was only sure of two things then. No knight-in-shining armor was coming to save her, not in time at least. And, if she wanted to live, she would have to save herself. And, Jade decided as she wobbled back to a standing position, she wasn’t going out without a fight. So, she chose to fight.

      Thrusting her hands to the ceiling, she brought them down hard as every bit of dirt and greenery left in the condo descended on him. The wizard batted her spell away as if he was swatting a fly, but it gave her just enough time to crawl towards the only room she hadn’t searched. Standing and frantically opening the bathroom door, Jade barricaded herself inside with the use of her enchanted vines. She turned around to get her bearings, only to be thrown over the edge of reason.

      “Aaaaah!” Screaming in horror, Jade’s back slammed up against the door at the sight before her, trembling from head to toe. Bound and gagged, make-up smeared over clammy skin, looking dead to her untrained eyes, the sorceress found the missing twins in their pearl-white tub.

      Upon closer inspection, after falling to her knees and crawling over, they were both very much alive. Their pulses were so weak that without her magic, there was no way she could have sensed them. The puzzle pieces finally came together into a clear picture, and it all made sense. It was calculated, Belinda’s absence, Vince’s sudden presence, and the way Alicia fell off without notice. She didn’t know if Oliver or her father knew Ransom was back in the equation too, but Jade could tell everything had gone to shit whether they knew about him coming back into the picture at all.  

      “Oh my, sweetheart. This is not the way to do things! I’ll give you until the count of ten to open! The fucking! Door!” His voice dropped low, downright demonic as he pounded on the door with all his might. 

      Frantic, Jade searched for anything that could save them, before glancing down at her shaking hands. Then it dawned on her. Ransom had reached her, somehow, with the power of his spells. Her spellcraft may be shit, but Jade knew how to form a catalyst to enhance her inherent magic. She couldn’t transport herself, but she could at least send a message. The sharp lines and circles and inscriptions were drilled into her since she was a child. It would strengthen her magic just enough, if done right, to communicate with the only person she knew was strong enough to stop Oliver before he kidnapped her, and did whatever he was intending to do to her friends.

      She just needed something tangible to draw it with. She bit down on her thumb, but couldn’t seem to draw blood in her state of panic. Sobbing so hard her eyeliner stained her cheeks, fat tears distorting her vision, Jade felt something tickle the back of her neck. She covered her ears as a sharp ringing sound filled them, believing Oliver was changing tactics and using some new spell against her. But then a rogue gust of wind as cold as the ones she encountered outside knocked the medicine cabinet open. A bottle of hot pink nail polish came crashing down, rolling across the floor.

      “Yes!” It wasn’t the ceremonial chalk members of her mob they were supposed to carry with them at all times, but it would do.

      She got to work perfecting the strokes, her natural green aura leaking out, vivid and glowing brighter than before. But just as she was finishing the master stroke, the bathroom was obliterated in a ball of flaming light. She screamed, lunging forward to protect herself and the twins as heat licked at her back. But midair, she was captured, his smooth hand and jagged nails digging into her neck. Jade coughed, sputtered, eyes rolling back as she lost too much air as Oliver clamped down tight. She struggled, kicking, twisting, and clawing with all her might, but it was no use. Her body went rigid, seizing as a syringe was plunged into the base of her throat. Then everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Jade had no idea how long she had been sleeping, but when she finally woke up, she was devastated to find out that it all hadn’t been one long nightmare. She was bound with something strange, some kind of suppressant chain. She could tell because her magic had left her entirely, and she couldn’t move her body. She couldn’t see, and chalked that up to a regular blindfold, because the thought of being blinded made her want to sob.

      Breathing in fits and starts, Jade wondered if her lungs were injured. But that thought didn’t stay with her long. Suddenly she was moving so fast she just knew she had to be teleporting. The weightlessness and butterflies in her stomach reminded her of home, when Ransom and Wren used to take her on their adventures, cutting through time like kids cut corners when they ran away from someone with authority. As she found solace in that thought, however, Jade was forced back into her present circumstances by a crushing weight on her back. Someone was on top of her, and she could hear their screams.

      Belinda. Alicia. What they were saying was mostly gibberish to her, but they were crying for their daddy to come save them, then for mommy, and then for anyone who could hear their cries. Jade shuddered, wondering if they’d been sold as well? It wasn’t beyond comprehension. Oliver didn’t seem like the type of man that needed to steal what he wanted; he just brought it instead. Jade tried to lift her body, to do something, but it was a useless endeavor. So she gave in, succumbing to whatever was coursing through her body for a second time as another syringe was plunged into her, this time into her shoulder. And as the world faded away, her last thought was of him and only him.

      Ra…

         Ra…som.

            Save me!
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Ransom

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Weeks Ago

      

      

      “What you got for me, Wren?” Ransom asked as he stepped through a portal into the crummy apartment owned by his bond-brother and not-so-former brother-in-law. 

      A few weeks had passed since Isabella’s unexpected visit, and true to her word, she gave him the location of the last page of the grimoire she gifted him, and ironclad assurances that the other Grand Magicians were serious about her Syndicate. There was no other way she could get contracts signed in their authentic magic fused into ink otherwise.

      She was keeping her promises, for once, and as the Syndicate came closer to fruition with each passing day, the prospect of Magician Mob unity for the first time in over a millennium, his suspicions grew tenfold. So, Ransom turned to the only person he could turn to, to dig up dirt on the Magician Mob.

      His bond-brother, Wren, spun around in his gaming chair, the light from his oversized monitors casting shadows. He looked disheveled, with big black bags under his equally dark eyes that signaled he hadn’t been sleeping. The bags contrasted sharply against his too pale skin, looking like the Grim Reaper would come pay him a visit by nightfall, a patchwork beard covering his square chin like a mange-ridden werewolf. 

      Wren sniffled, scratching his head, caked up gel mixed with dandruff getting everywhere, making his black hair spike up like a porcupine. Ransom frowned, avoiding a pile of discarded clothing covered in glitter directly in front of him as he came forward. Wren had a habit of not sleeping when he was onto something, which usually meant something good. But the look on his face was far from happy. 

      Glancing around, Ransom was shocked to find an assortment of magical circles drawn in chalk all across the walls and floors. The circles were all oblong, as if drawn in a hurry, and the inscriptions were chicken scratch compared to Wren’s usual perfection. As a traditionalist born into the hyper-traditional Song Syndicate—who still practice hand drawn symbology for their incantations—Ransom couldn’t believe the shitty work scrawled across Wren’s room. It looked as if a drunk demon had possessed him.

      “What the fuck is this? What’re you doing? Summoning an archangel in some ancient language? Half of this shit don’t even make sense. What happened to cultivating talent, learning the fundamentals, and conquering the underworld, hm?” Taking a seat in the large bean bag adjacent to Wren, Ransom swept off the dirty wrappers, glass pipes, and bowls on his living room table. 

      He peeped what looked like an invitation amongst the assortment of junk but didn’t give it a second thought. Someone had been partying hard as hell, and all Ransom could hope for was that Wren had gotten in some work too, in between the blow and bitches, and the occasional men he brought along to join in.

      “No. I’m trying to summon some fucking pizza, but I guess I’ll settle for this shit!” Wren grumbled between mouthfuls of what looked like wilted salad. “Besides, if I was going to summon a supernatural, it’d be a demon instead. At least they need humans to come topside. Having an angel as a handler seems like a pain in the ass. You should know.”

      “Well…” Ransom wasn’t in the mood for small talk seeing as Wren was in a foul mood, and he didn’t like dwelling on the warlocks’ strange relationship with angels and demons either, “Whatchu got for me, hm?”

      “Not much! There’s some murmuring about a warlock in Janus that might flip. Hurt some humans on the job. Was up for promotion too.” Wren put down his food, spun around, and started typing, pulling up screens that didn’t concern Ransom. Flipping potential magicians that worked for the government, especially the CIA of the supernatural world, known as Janus, wasn’t why he came to Wren. 

      “Forget that warlock. I came—” Wren cut him off.

      “Oh! You mean that blood witch, right? Well, I found a way to get in touch with her, but to be honest, Isabella’s pretty flamboyant. You don’t need to track her secretly. Hell, she posted the recent fashion show she went to in Milan, and even posed with someone rocking MWB’s label uh… Uh… Shit, I forget the name! Anyway, I think she’s into you, man. Maybe a little ‘energy transference’ would go a long way. Don’t discount older women! They tend to know what they want, and she seems to want you—” It was Ransom’s turn to cut him off. Just the thought of sticking his cock in that witch’s prehistoric pussy made him physically ill. 

      “No! I’m not talking about warlocks or witches. I mean…” he trailed off.

      Wren stopped typing and sighed. “You can’t even say her name. Look, Ransom, I hacked into HEX because you’re a friend. But you know just as well as I do Maraan’s brother runs that shit. Maraan Industries owns half the internet, including the porn sites. If Mukesh found out and told him, well, I’m one dead magician.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it if it comes to that. Now tell me, were you able to verify…” Ransom bit his bottom lip, for some reason choking on his words. He scratched the side of his neck to drown out the ringing sound in his ears that had plagued him since he met Jade again during Halloween.  

      “You didn’t ‘verify’ it was her when you transported yourself into her room?” Wren asked. “It cost me a lot of money for Belinda to even give me the link to that livestream, you know.” 

      “Spit it out already! I know you have something to say that you’re not saying.” Ransom’s mood was going south, and he wanted to get out of Wren’s room before he said something he’d regret.

      “All I’m saying is to be careful. It’s been over a week, and she hasn’t even tried to make contact. We don’t know if she’s dead or alive, like we’re back at square one. She didn’t get that fake name for no reason. She’s clever, like a fox. Watch out. Completing the Necroarcanum should be your only concern. Your only concern should be your sister, not mine.” Wren glowered at him before turning back to his screens.

      “You’re one to talk about someone waiting too long and wanting too much...” Ransom was officially pissed off. 

      “...You know how father is when he feels crossed. He cut Jade off years ago. And what would Kimani think if you took her back now?” Wren continued typing away at something Ransom couldn’t make out.

      “...Is it really too much to ask? To want it all? To save my sister and to bring Jade home?” He was rambling now.

      “That’s for us to find out. For our sisters and for ourselves, I suppose...” Wren whispered before his voice rose sharply. “And no, to answer your question, I haven’t found any relevant activity. Not a bus, a cab, or a plane. No swipes at an ATM. Either she’s stuck between dimensions while trying to teleport or she hasn’t bothered to come back home. I’ll put my money on she hasn’t tried to come back...yet. She’s more likely to find us before we find her.”

      With that, Wren went back to banging away at his keyboard and didn’t say another word. Ransom fell silent. He ran the pad of his thumb against his ring finger where a faint ring of skin was a few shades lighter than the rest. Then, he reached inside of his button-down pinstripe shirt and pulled out her jade pendant clutched in the claws of a silver serpent connected to the matching chain.

      Wren was making sense, speaking the truth, as any brother would when it came to someone as intimately connected to them as their sister. And it wasn’t like he couldn’t force the essence of himself back into her apartment, if only for a little while. Or take the trip over to Chicago himself to get their real reunion over with.

      But Ransom didn’t need logic at that moment, or to push her to change. No, Ransom needed to cling to hope, the hope that she would want to change and come back to him on her own. It was all that was keeping him going. It was the only thing driving him to make things right.
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Jade

        

      

    

    
      “I do.” Jade wobbled, supported by her kidnapper as the priest dressed head to toe in a crimson frock finished his blessing over her. Or was he even ordained? Who could say he wasn’t a part of Oliver’s game of make believe? Were they even standing inside of a church? If she were honest with herself, Jade didn’t know. 

      The awful mobster she now knew as Oliver had said the magic words, binding her finger in a magical ring that resembled pure amber encasing fossilized diamonds. Jade hadn’t said it, “I do,” that is, but it wasn’t like she’d consented to anything in their sham wedding up to that point, so she didn’t see a need to pretend for him or anyone else in attendance.

      Everything was hazy up to the point the sorceress woke up a second time inside a small room filled with unfamiliar faces dressing her for the “special occasion,” as they called it. 

      All she knew for certain was that her trip back home had turned into a never-ending nightmare. After being cornered in her friends’ condo, drugged, and dragged away, Jade found herself tied to a post inside of what looked like a church in a magnificent pearl-white wedding gown that matched the tub she found the twins in.

      She looked down, admiring the intricate beadwork and flowing lace, if only to take her mind off of what was going on. Her new fiancé—scratch that, she thought abruptly—the psychopath who had taken her proclaimed it was their wedding night. Jade hadn’t signed up for any of this. Jade hadn’t so much as looked at another man in five years if he wasn’t a client.

      She hadn’t dated anyone, nor signed over her life to some pretentious prick named Oliver to pop out “dragon-descendants” for him. As if all sorcerers and sorceresses were that intimately connected to the source of their magic, so different from the rest of the magicians of the world, mobsters and civilians alike. 

      Jade’s mother had more dragon in her than most, she was told. She had heard her mother’s story a million times before; she was some emerald beauty born of a dragon-shifting mother who popped her out after mating her mortal father, only for the dragoness to dump him in favor of her horde. Then her father dumped her and left Jade’s mother to fend for herself before she met Charles Song. 

      Nineteen? Eighteen? Jade couldn’t remember, but a young woman with a much older man was all that really mattered for that part of the tale. Jade’s mother became Charles Song’s mistress in Hong Kong one steamy night during the Year of the Snake, the most powerful mobster in the country, and a good chunk of the Asian continent. After that, Jade’s mind went blank. 

      She didn’t know her name or what she looked like, let alone how true it was if she really was a half-dragon like her relatives said. No pictures of her survived Charles’s purge when she fled. All she left behind was her serpentine, jade pendant, which Jade inherited, just like her penchant for being a “lying whore” just like her mother, if her no good shitty sperm donor was to be believed.

      She’d be damned if the man she used to call her father would sell her off and cut his losses since banishing her from the Song Syndicate, only to then invite half its god-damn mobsters to whatever was going on. It most certainly wasn’t a real wedding. Even if she truly was a quarter dragon-born—a rare thing in the modern era—it didn’t warrant being kidnapped and impregnated by some sleazy scumbag called something pretentious like Oliver! 

      Jade had to think and think fast. The handful of guests were beginning to depart, leaving her tied to the post. She didn’t know what Oliver really looked like, let alone if that was really his real name. She couldn’t retrace their movements like a skilled wizard could with the right spell and target, or summon forth an angel or demon like a warlock to burn the church to the ground. No, all she had at her disposal was flighty Earth magic and a shaky grasp of portal spells.

      Shit. Think! You gotta think!

      But no matter how much she told herself to focus, her mind was a million miles away. Whatever drug they used to sedate her was overwhelming her mind. It was a wonder her body was even strong enough to keep her upright.

      “Now darling,” Oliver purred, his rough hand gripping her throat as she started nodding off. “It’s your turn to say those magic words. I believe we can be...equals. Equals in our unequal roles, that is. But if you just accept me, I can find it in my heart to even wear your ring. A symbol of my offer to you.”

      With a snap of his fingers, the iridescent chains binding her slipped off. She fell forward, only to be caught by two barrel-chested men. This was her chance. Oliver leaned forward, as if expecting to be kissed. Jade reeled back, slamming the back of her head into the henchmen’s jaw. Then, she slammed it forward, forehead clipping Oliver’s mouth, who cursed her on the spot. He howled in pain as she twisted out of the henchmen’s grasp, a knife nicking her back as she fled. 

      She winced but pressed forward regardless, ripping off her white sash and using it like a wipe. Dodging a smoldering ball of flash fire summoned by Oliver, Jade raced towards the only door she could after hiking up the layers of white silk covering her legs. The lingering guests watched her in stunned silence, most teleporting away while others stared like fish out of water. Jade didn’t have time to see if she recognized any of their faces, to see if she could spot a sympathetic face in the crowd. She was so close to freedom; but it was too far away.

      In an instant, Oliver was on her, grabbing her by the arms so hard she thought her bones would snap. He lifted her clear into the air and threw her against the wall, stained glass shattering on either side of her. She slumped against the floor as she fell, her nose gushing blood, weeping bitterly as he marched over to her side.

      The heel of his leather shoes nudged her head once, twice, and a third time before he lunged back and kicked her square in her stomach. The pain of it all was so immense she couldn’t bear to scream at all. Her whole body just felt raw. The wizard kneeled on one knee after grinding his heel in her cheek, twirling her wedding band she was to “gift him” on the tips of his fingers before flicking it to his left.

      “I guess we have no need for it, you stupid, stupid bitch! All you had to do was recite our vows like a good little girl and we’d be done with it. You just had to play princess, but now you’re just a damsel-in-distress with no magic and no prince coming to save you,” Oliver raged. 

      He picked her face up by her jaw and forced a close-mouthed kiss on her bleeding lips. The wizard was truly a wicked piece of shit. If Jade could bring her mouth back together to speak, she’d tell him so and spit in his smug face. As he stood, she could barely keep her eyes open. Her head was cut, face bruised, and the pain in her stomach made her want to vomit the bit of cake and tea she had been force fed during the ceremony all over the wooden floor. As he got back up and walked back to his groomsmen, who was really just an armored guardsman, a memory slammed through Jade’s muddled mind. In a flash, she knew what she needed to do.

      “Ra…heem,” she began, shaky hands drawing a small magical circle of blood she swiped from her slashed lips, channeling his soul with his true name. “Help me...”

      She waited and waited, her last-ditch effort. They’d formed a mental connection before, so if she opened herself properly to him, maybe his shadow could reach her still. Her plea did not go unanswered this time around. But it wasn’t heard by who she needed to summon.

      What could only be described as hellfire caught in the corner of her eyes. Jade watched as something inhuman, but not quite angelic or demonic, rose from a large portal that engulfed the room. Standing taller than any man, and lit up orange and red, Jade shuddered in horror as it crossed the room, the pillars and people in its way catching fire. 

      The ethereal glow from the flames both mesmerizing and terrifying all at once. She didn’t feel its heat, but knew it was hotter than anything a human could create. Slumping in defeat, Jade thought it was fitting in a way. She was exiled because of a juvenile error while conjuring a spell, and now she’d be killed because somehow, she’d mistaken a spell for summoning a supernatural as the one that summoned those tethered to her soul.

      With any luck, Jade thought as she drifted in between consciousness and oblivion, she’d be dead soon enough and wouldn’t have to bear the sheer agony of the flames.
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      He didn’t have time to think, only to feel. He felt the weight of their spells crashing into him like titanic sized waves, as Ransom crushed bones and snapped limbs in two with his bare hands, the rest of their bodies disintegrating from the heat of his flames. Something wet and faintly metallic splashed against his face and arms before evaporating. His mind registered it as blood but didn’t linger on it. He was hellbent on his mission, to take Jade back with him or die trying.

      A voice penetrated his fleeting consciousness, more a shrill scream than anything resembling words. But somewhere in his subconscious, Ransom knew it was her. If he didn’t stop, he might consume her along with the rest of the wizards defending their leader. Struggling to recenter himself, Ransom reached for her through the void, his royal purple aura lashing out until it grasped her jade green inherent magic leaking out of her, permeating the air.

      Once Ransom got a hold of her, he refused to let her go. Much like portal magic, he would lose her if they did not remain rooted in one another. Taking a deep breath, Ransom trusted in Ishtara’s magic, far superior to anything he could learn in spell books, or the type of magic being thrown at him by the magicians rallying for Oliver and their lives.

      Ransom allowed the demoness’s cosmic inferno to consume him whole, becoming one with his handler’s raw power. The pain was momentary, yet all-consuming. But when it dissipated, Ransom had never felt so alive! As his mind untethered itself from his body, his last thoughts were of Jade, and only her.

      This time, he would save her. This time, he wouldn’t be too late. This time, he could and would have it all. Ransom clutched her namesake, the pendant around his neck, and exploded into a pillar of crimson light.
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Jade

        

      

    

    
      Jade didn’t know how long she slept this time around. She might as well change her name to Sleeping Beauty, because that’s all she seemed to do those days, maybe hours, maybe mere minutes from that fateful day in the twins apartment. However, she knew it wasn’t because she was drugged for a third time. This time around, pure magic surged throughout her tired body, placing her into an enchanted twilight-like state. 

      She felt her upper body being lifted and cradled against skin soaked in sweat, but she couldn’t move any limb on her bruised and broken body. Her eyelids felt glued shut by molasses as she struggled to lift them so that she could see who was carrying her through the ruins and thick plumes of smoke she knew were left behind by the fire that had engulfed the church. She could smell it, at least, something awful, a cross of burnt skin and smoking rubble. 

      When Jade finally opened her eyes, fat tears pooled there, though they didn’t roll down. Ransom. His face was blurry, like it had been when they reunited during Halloween. But she had memorized the shape of his jaw and the curve of his bowed lips before. Jade was safe with him. She didn’t know if Oliver had survived, or what she was going to do now, but at least she was safe.

      But for how long? Oliver’s men wouldn’t stop until they carried out their revenge for his humiliation, or potentially his death. Her sperm donor wouldn’t be far behind, angered that she dared to defy him one last time. 

      “Where are we going?” she whispered as he swept her into his arms bridal-style, holding her close.

      But, Jade thought, it was doubtful she’d actually formed words. She tried to clutch at Ransom’s neck as he carried them to whatever temporary refuge he was taking them too. But she couldn’t, so she finally gave up and gave into the darkness, creeping at the corners of her eyes.

      It wasn’t the wedding she had imagined for them when she broke off their engagement five years ago, but being wed to her warlock instead of the evil wizard was better than what could have come next. It wasn’t a fairytale ending, but Jade would take what she could get. Voices drifted in and out, some belonging to strangers, though the most dominant was his. They were moving fast, not fast enough to be teleporting, but faster than any man could walk.

      Curling into Ransom’s chest as he stroked her anemic face, drained of all color aside from the blossoming bruises left behind by Oliver, she swore to herself silently: If it takes me worshiping the very ground you walk on, I’ll do it. I’ll go to the ends of the Earth. As long as we’re together. As long as we can still save your sister. As long as we have each other, Raheem, I’ll never abandon you again.
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        Did you enjoy this story? Make sure to leave a review! Also, stay tuned for the first novel-length entry in this series entitled Wed to the Warlock in 2022!
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      “You’re going to love it.” Tanith handed the bag over to the woman anxiously awaiting. She whispered, “And he’s going to love you.”

      It was a simple potion, a love potion, but it kept the lights on and the rest of the bills paid. At least for now. Unfortunately, a small bookstore like hers wasn’t as popular as she had hoped it would be. This was a nice town, a friendly and touristy area. Since she had nothing left to connect her to home, she decided a change would be perfect. She set out looking for her purpose. She was lured by the scent of baked goods. Next to the bakery was the Black Cat Bookstore, and it was for sale. The elderly couple selling it, happened to be pricing it just right. Her life savings, what was left from both her grandmother and mother’s life insurance policies, is all she had and almost all it cost. One bookstore later…she was all in.

      It was everything she wanted and needed. The apartment above the shop ensured she could live and work there, so everything was tied up nicely, and her future looked bright. At least, she hoped it did. She could often see the aura around others, but when she looked in that mirror, no matter how many times she tried to make it magical, she only saw her sad reflection.

      The love potion started as a one-time thing. She had overheard the couple talking while they were shopping. They were not from around here, and the woman truly did not see the value of the man she was with. Tanith always knew a good man when she saw him. She could never really catch one, but she saw them plenty. Her potions were neatly displayed in an ornately carved test tube holder. This item sat on display behind the counter and out of reach. It was there for both aesthetic purposes and convenience. These little tubes held relatively harmless potions she had labored over and perfected. They were not permanent but sometimes offered a boost to emotions already there but not yet in full bloom.

      She had a safeguard on each vial. Simply put, when it came to romantic notions, they would tell the truth. Stop wasting time and be clear about what they wanted from someone. More often than not, people returned to the area on their honeymoon, and happy couples stopped into her shop for nostalgic reasons.

      Evander, on the other hand, stopped into her shop for one reason and one reason only—he wanted to expand his bakery, which meant he was upset she purchased this bookstore before he could. Was it her fault the owner was about to put up the sign when she walked in? Evander was approximately her age, handsome, and he always smelled like fresh-baked cinnamon rolls or cake. He had two scents, and they both made her mouth water…and made her hungry. Possibly for him, but definitely for the food.

      “Did that book come in yet?” he asked. He was standing at one edge of the sizeable, dark wood-carved counter.

      “You ordered it yesterday.” She wrapped the book in her hand in tissue paper and put it in the bag with the message happy birthday on it. The woman who just paid for this item was smiling at her and stealing glances at him. “He owns the bakery next door. You should try it…maybe take him back to it with you.”

      “Oh, honey, if I were about twenty years younger…I would take him somewhere for sure.” The white-haired diva collected her package and winked as she headed out of there.

      Tanith tried to suppress the smile as she turned to find a blushing and flustered baker over there. She asked the question, “Why hasn’t someone taken you…home with them, Evader?”

      “I’m not evading anyone. And it’s Evan.” He had told her to call him Evan a hundred times. “And I’m not interested. A better question is, why hasn’t anyone taken you…home, away from here, so I can buy this space and—” he started. She cut in to finish with him, “expand my bakery.”

      He scoffed and added, “Well, it’s true. I can’t believe they sold it to you after they sold me the bakery knowing full well I had plans to buy this space, too.”

      “You could use some tea.” She had just the tea for him, too.

      “Tell me about the special spices. I…” He looked at the potions. “I want to know what people are adding to their drinks or food because they seem to love it. I hear the ladies in my shop, and they say a little drop, and their…relations improve. Is it like…” He looked around, leaned on the counter a bit, and whispered, “An herbal enhancement?”

      She giggled and asked, “Do you need assistance with that?”

      He frowned at her. Those light brown eyes engaging hers with a look that both heated and chilled her body. Heated for all the wrong reasons, which is why she had made it a point to spell the store. When he was here, and she was feeling attracted to him, she got a chill to remind her he was the enemy, and she needed to stop that.

      Evan said, “You got anything back there that helps a man be less frustrated with a woman who is clearly only fighting the inevitable?”

      She smiled, “I think that might be a few shops down.”

      “You’re a mean little witch, you know that?” he asked as he tapped on the countertop and said, “I give it a year, max. When you need me to buy this place, let me know. And so you know, I also ordered that book online, and it arrived at my door today, so…cancel it.”

      She wanted to cancel him. “You sure showed me.”

      He left, but she frowned. That was a real problem. It was one of the reasons little shops like this were up for sale. The owners were a couple. The man owned the bookstore and the woman the bakery. They were well into their eighties and put the two up for sale since none of their children or grandchildren wanted either. Now, here she was, only the man next door wasn’t interested in her. He just wanted her shop. He would no doubt liquidate the assets inside and then turn it into a restaurant or a larger bakery.

      Two months in, and this was…home. No. She was not going to give up this easily. Not without a fight.

      She pulled up the order on the computer screen. The book would arrive tomorrow. She couldn’t cancel that order now. She simply wouldn’t patron his shop anymore either. It wasn’t like she had to get cookies or petit fours from him for the weekly book club that met here. She could order gourmet options online and pay more, sure, but…she refused to let Evan think he was the only one who could take his business elsewhere.
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Evan

        

      

    

    
      Tanith was such a…witch. He practically huffed and puffed his way back to the bakery. His wolf wanted her something fierce. She was different. He could sense that, suspected she was an actual witch. However, there had been zero evidence outside of that selection of test tubes and the women in the area swearing by them to help put them in the right mindset for solving problems.

      What about his problems? His real problems. Exiled from his home because he would not bond with a mate he was told to rather than one he chose, he had moved from town to town, state to state, until wandering into this sleeping beauty nestled in the mountains. He had a state park where wolves were protected. The regular kind, not his kind, but it meant he was less likely to be hunted or accidentally shot.

      They experienced all four seasons, which meant even the summer was bearable, and the winters were blustery. Tourists visited all year round. They wanted to hit the slopes and stay in cabins during the snowy months and get married and go hiking in the sunny ones. The fall break was when this town really shined though. Halloween was done right around here. He had been here a year, barely got enough money settled he could place an offer on the bookstore, and bam, the little witch next door showed up and bought it before he had a chance.

      He held the tiny vial in the palm of his hand and wondered exactly what number five would do. That was all he knew about it. The woman who left it by accident on his counter would probably miss it. Still, if it were a pair of sunglasses, she would miss those too, and still survive. He couldn’t purchase one of those vials himself. No way. He only ordered the book to prove that she was in a dying business. Though he had to admit, he loved the smell of the bookstore combined with the carryover of the bakery. It was like the space welcomed him. It was a real effort not to browse the cooking section, the classics, hell, even the mystery aisle called to him. He refused to be drawn in like a tourist.

      Once the bakery was locked up and he was settled for the night, he considered this item again. No expiration date to be found on the vial. Nothing other than the number symbol and the number five next to it. He pulled the top off and sniffed.

      Vanilla? Was she selling people high-end vanilla as some sort of placebo? He scoffed. He put the top on the vial and placed it on the counter in his kitchen. Her kitchen in the apartment above the bookstore backed up to his. He knew that because he had looked through that apartment when it was empty. It would be perfect. He would take down the walls between the two, and he would have a spacious home above what would become a thriving bakery slash bistro.

      He put his ear to the wall and listened. She wasn’t really loud. It was like she worked in a bookstore all day and then read books all night. He hated that he had no real reason to complain about her other than she had something he wanted…the space.

      Well, she had a few things he wanted, but he knew better. Even if he was right and there was something more to her than met the eye, she was not a wolf, so…he would be alone the rest of his life. He could scratch and itch here or there…in another town, or he could throw out a call and see if any single females in the area were on the prowl. So far, he had found none. So far, he hadn’t even called out for a fling, much less a mate. No good options for a lone wolf baker such as himself.

      His wolf disagreed. Instead of sending the message in his mind, he simply said aloud for both of them to hear, “She is not an option. Not even for a night. No. First, she hates me. Second, she is delaying my future by at least a year trying to make that bookstore work. It’s going to fail.”

      He sighed with that statement. It was the sad reality of her situation. Yes, some tourists stopped in there, but the number of people going in and out of his doors compared to the ones frequenting hers…just made her determined stance that much sadder. In the end, he would have to buy the space.

      Resigned to the inevitable, he decided to be nicer to her in the meantime. Stop riling her up for no reason. Sure, he wanted the space now. He could wait. He could save up more money and be prepared to do more with it sooner that way. He estimated it would be a steal by the time it bankrupted her, so…he shook his head. He didn’t want things to go that way for her but knew they would.
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      Tanith set out the treats for the book club. It had been two months of not ordering from Evan, and this was killing her bottom line. Sure, she had this gathering of ten local ladies who met here weekly and purchased a book a week, but forty books a month was not going to keep the lights on. Tourists purchased some books, but it was like everyone was relying on digital copies these days. The woman who just placed items on the counter and looked at the book of the week made this painfully clear.

      “Oh, I love this book. I have it on my phone, so I can read it anywhere. I can’t tell you how nice it is to go on vacation and have everything I want to read right in the palm of my hand and not weighing down my bag.” She was saying this while rifling through the bag to find her wallet. She was buying stickers, magnets, and postcards which were all crafted by local artisans and sold in the section she carved out for them as a means of offsetting some expenses. However, it also reduced how many books she could shelve.

      Tanith couldn’t even respond with anything more than, “Thank you. Have a lovely day.”

      She handed the woman her credit card back and then looked at the space set up for the book club. They had eaten every last bite. Too bad, because after that comment and a few more like it, a bite of cake, a gourmet cookie, anything sweet would do the trick.

      When she closed twenty minutes early because no one had stopped by for the past three hours, it was a real effort not to walk next door and purchase something that would make her feel better. His baked goods were always fresh, amazing, and…the pricing was also better. She puffed out a breath, adjusted the photo of the black cat she could sometimes swear she would see amongst the stacks, and said, “Goodnight, Midnight.”

      She smiled at the image and then headed up to her apartment instead of going out and into the bakery next door. She didn’t need a bakery. She had an oven. She had ingredients. She could whip up a potion with the best of them. Surely, she could manage a batch of cookies.

      Only, when the stench of burned cookies was so bad in her small space she had to open the back patio door, she wanted to cry. She would have if Evan hadn’t stepped out onto his back patio, separated by a section of iron fencing about waist high between them, and sniffed the air before making a sour expression and looking at her.

      He asked, “Is that coming from your place?”

      “I got distracted.” Lie. She simply didn’t realize altitude had anything to do with time when it came to cooking in an oven.

      “You want some help?” he asked.

      Defeated and frustrated, she admitted with a bit of bite to her tone, “I want some cookies!”

      He flinched and nodded. “Okay. I’ll…make you some cookies.”

      She blinked at him and then propped her hands on her hips. There was something different about him. He had an aura like none other. She grew up with her grandma and mom in a community of…old women. Never knew her dad but never precisely felt like she needed to either. When her grandma passed, and her mom realized someday that entire coven would be gone and she would be the last of them, and alone, she encouraged her to…find herself. It was evident why she was encouraging her when she passed a couple months later. Finding herself was not as difficult as she thought it would be until recently.

      Primarily because she found herself looking at her enemy…needing cookies. “I…uh…”

      “Come over. By the time you get down your stairs and up mine, they will be in the oven.” He looked at her, the dark iron railing between their balconies with just enough space to fall through, and said, “Or you could climb—”

      She snorted a sound and shook her head.

      He chuckled and said, “Come on. It’s Saturday night, everything is closed, nothing opens early tomorrow, so use the stairs if you must, but…what do you have to lose?” He tilted his head.

      My mind. She was not going to say that out loud, but that was the first thing she thought. “Okay.”
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      Evan opened the drawer, looked at the premium vanilla the woman was selling as some woo-woo cure for other women and decided to give her a taste of her own medicine. If it was a spell to help them settle down, then maybe she would. He could practically feel the energy radiating off of her, and he needed to do something to get rid of the smell from her burned attempt at baking. He hated to admit he missed seeing her in the morning and at lunch. She made the best noises at that counter when she got a hot and fresh chocolate glazed donut in her hand. Fuck. He needed to remember he was trying to hate her. Sure, he physically wanted her, but he needed that space, and she was keeping him from it.

      He sniffed again. Yeah, she burned those cookies to a crisp. He was about to bang on the wall for fear if she let them bake any longer, they might catch fire. Since her business was equivalent to a tinder box, he was not okay with that. Before she attempted another batch, he thought it just safer to offer to make her some.

      She knocked on his door, and he opened it. “Hi. Should be ready in ten.”

      “I had a rough day.” She looked up at him. He didn’t want to get lost in ocean blue eyes and ink-black hair, but he was swimming in that pool right now.

      “Book club?” he asked as she stepped into his space. Like hers, it was an open floorplan. The kitchen and bathroom areas were the only actual rooms with any division from the rest of the space. Still, he had a recliner and a television. “Want to watch something?”

      “I don’t have a television.” She was looking around, taking in his personal space slowly and paying attention to the details.

      That explained why he never heard anything over there. He turned the television on, entered one of the subscription services, and handed her the remote. “What do you like to watch?”

      She shrugged. “I like to read.”

      He assumed as much since she owned a bookstore. He made his way to the stove. He could smell them. They were done. They really smelled amazing too. Maybe it really was high-end vanilla in that vial. He had only used a few drops because the scent was just right.

      She was still scrolling through movies as she said, “Those smell amazing.”

      “I was just thinking that. New vanilla.” He let them cool a moment.

      “You don’t eat them warm? I love them fresh out of the oven. My grandma…” She cleared her throat and made a selection from the screen.

      “You want milk?” he asked and poured his glass and hers since she nodded. “Your grandma…what? Gave you the cookies while they were still warm and the chips all melted? Mine didn’t give them to me that way. I stole them off the plate that way.”

      He handed her the plate and glass. He went to the kitchen to retrieve his own. The movie was starting on the screen. He couldn’t wait any longer to taste this cookie. He was going to wind up buying this vanilla from her until he could figure out where she got it.

      She was two cookies in when he got to the bistro-sized table and sat his glass on it. He looked at her, and she…sort of shimmered, sparkled, and he could not resist the smile. His wolf was…feeling like it just inhaled an entire bag of catnip if it were a cat. What the fuck? What are you thinking?

      Evan’s brow arched high the next moment because Tanith reached out and grabbed the front of his shirt, and though her expression made it seem as though she were shocked by her own words, she said, “I want you.”

      He wanted to say anything else but what came out of his mouth. “Have me.”

      What the fuck was in these cookies? He couldn’t even process it right now. His mind, his body, every secret thought, urge, and desire he had about this woman the past four months came bubbling up from his gut and spilled onto the air as he said, “I’ve wanted you since you stepped into my bakery and ordered that slice of pumpkin cheesecake.”

      “I’ve wanted you since I saw you behind that counter. I wanted you on that counter, me over that counter.” Her eyes had to be a reflection of his own. It was like they couldn’t lie to each other.

      Then, he didn’t want to lie to her. She wanted him. He wanted her. They were two consenting adults, high on cookies and each other apparently. He touched her bottom lip and licked his.

      She tiptoed up and said, “I wonder if you taste as good as you smell.”

      “What do I—” He was curious what he smelled like to her. She always smelled like…peace to him.

      She was kissing him. More accurately, she was climbing him while kissing him. His catnipped wolf was suddenly out of the haze and all about engaging in this activity together. That primal part of him that desired to claim, take, possess was taking over. Apparently, for her too, since she was pulling his shirt off and he was just trying to get them to the bed because the end table was too small and the floor too hard to put her on.

      She pulled her top off the moment they were sitting. Tanith said, “I’m on birth control.”

      She covered her mouth and looked at him. He wanted to say they could stop right now but instead said, “I have condoms.”

      “Probably not enough.” Her eyes went really wide then, and so did his before he cracked up laughing.

      “You’re probably right.” Oh, how he wanted to stop talking but couldn’t. “I haven’t been with anyone in a few years.”

      “Try since I was eighteen.” She closed her eyes.

      “How old are you now?” He closed his because before she could answer, he said, “I’m twenty-five.”

      “Twenty-three.” She blinked at him, and he smiled. She said, “Then maybe…you don’t need them.”

      He always used protection, so he was flabbergasted by his next admission. It was what he was thinking but not what he wanted to say. “I don’t want to use them with you.”

      “What do you want to do with me?” she asked and touched his neck, looked at his lips, then into his eyes.

      “Everything.” It was a whisper of a word.
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      Everything was her thought exactly, so Tanith leaned in and devoured his kisses the same way she had those cookies. Damn, those were some good cookies. Double damn, these were some good kisses. His mouth moved down to her chin, along her jaw, and then her neck as he repositioned them to the center of his large bed. Her body seemed to be rolling out the red carpet for him as her legs parted, arms moved overhead so he could grasp her wrists in one of his hands. The other explored her taut nipples, slid over her navel, and then tested her core.

      Her hips lifted in silent invitation as his lips met hers in another kiss that kept her lust drunk. When he let go of her wrists and slid down her body, kissing, licking, leaving little nips in delicate places, she was trembling with the realization that they were really going to do this, and they couldn’t seem to stop themselves.

      Of course, she wanted him, physically. She had since she laid eyes on him, but—all doubt evaporated the moment his mouth began to speak its own language to her vagina, and the conversation was very simple, come. A few shattering orgasms would put a girl in the frame of mind to do just about anything.

      She rolled to her front and lifted to her hands and knees. He practically growled as he found purchase and then pushed into her from that angle. One hand at her hip, the other at her shoulder; he was right where she wanted him to be. He leaned forward, licked her neck, her shoulder, opened his mouth, let his teeth rest on delicate flesh, and she heard herself say something crazy, “Bite me.”

      He didn’t bite her. He did scrape her shoulder as he worked her clit and sent her soaring into a final orgasm as he released into her. A bit dazed and confused, they slowly separated, and she turned to face him.

      He reached forward, smoothed her hair, and said, “I always thought you’d look good this way.”

      “What way?” she asked.

      “Happy.” He leaned forward and kissed her again. This time, without the urgency. It was slow, explorative, lingering.

      She settled on the bed next to him, and he pulled her close. He was so warm, and he still smelled so damn good. She looked into those soft brown eyes and pushed her hand through dark brown hair, and said, “I always thought you would look good this way.”

      He smiled, closed his eyes as she continued to stroke his head, “What way?”

      “In bed.” It was the truth. She did think he would look amazing in this position right here, settled, sleepy. His lips curled in a smile, and he pulled her even closer, held her tighter.

      The warmth of his body. The soothing scent of his neck. The peaceful sound of his breathing combined to create one hypnotic lullaby. As she wrapped her arms around him, she admitted one last thing, “I want to sleep next to you tonight and many nights to come.”

      He didn’t respond, and she was glad it sounded like he was already asleep. What the hell just happened?
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      Evan jolted awake, and his wolf essentially closed its eyes and rolled away. He was not interested in this morning. Evan, on the other hand, was totally aware that the reason he woke so suddenly was that someone was moving out of his bed.

      Not someone, Tanith. “Um…I uh…are you…okay?”

      “You’re awake.” She said it way too upbeat for that to be real. He had seen this woman in his bakery in the morning. She had no coffee in her system, so this was a bad reaction for sure.

      “I am.” He could see her fairly clearly, but he didn’t need the lights on to do that.

      “Shit!” She definitely needed the lights. She just tripped over her own shoe. He reached up and turned on the light next to the bed. She was gathering her clothes but apparently unaware she had pulled on his t-shirt, not hers in the process. “I uh…I need to get back to my place. We uh…wow. And now…I uh…”

      “Yeah.” He frowned at her. She gathered her things, leaving her shirt since it was still on the floor on his side of his bed, and then left.

      Last night had been wonderful and confusing. They both let their guard down in a weird and abrupt way. It didn’t make any sense. He went from trying to prevent her from catching both of their homes and businesses on fire to essentially becoming a fire that neither of them could control.

      He reached down, picked up her t-shirt, pulled it to his nose, and inhaled. He liked the way she smelled. Always had. His wolf opened an eye and asked for more of that. He gave them both more, and as the memory of all he had been able to do to her last night replayed in his mind, he took them through that memory and to the brink of— “Oh shit!”

      He practically popped out of bed like it ejected him from the mattress. No condom? What the hell? If he put a pup in that kennel…he shook his head. He sniffed again and realized something smelled off, weird. He scented until he realized it was the last of the cookies. He tasted one and spit it back out. “Ugh. Yuk.”

      They were so good last night.

      He opened the drawer and looked at the vial. Still more vanilla in there. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to use it now. If the cookies would be ruined within eight hours of baking them, but they were delicious. Almost as addictive as her…No! No! No! She is not addictive. His wolf practically laughed at that. They both wanted more of her taste, her warmth—more of her.
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      Tanith could not escape the man even though she was no longer with him. It was like she was suddenly cloaked in his scent. His cinnamon swirl of tongue and teeth and— “Stop it!”

      She looked at herself in the mirror as she made her way into the bathroom in her home. She blinked. She asked, “What is wrong with you?”

      “You’re wearing his shirt.” The reflection answered.

      That shocked her to her core. She stepped back and gulped. The reflection asked, “What? You keep asking the same shit every morning. At least now…it’s interesting.”

      “Are you—”

      “A magic mirror? Uh, yeah, and way before you tried to spell me.” The reflection changed, and it was a woman about her age, but not her. “Hi. I thought you would like, never get there.”

      “Where?” she whispered.

      “With Mr. Cinnamon Buns. He looked through this apartment right before you moved here. Oh, how I hoped he was going to be my new resident, but…then your witchy ass showed up, and you don’t even have a television for me to watch when you’re not here.” She crossed her arms.

      “Are you a ghost?” Tanith asked and found herself holding that t-shirt a bit tightly for comfort or protection, something.

      “Labels. Blah. Why label it? I mean, if I were in a bottle, you’d be all thrilled and asking for wishes, right?” She scoffed.

      “You’re a genie? Can I make wishes?” Tanith was intrigued by the thought. She had several come to mind but also knew nothing about magic was free. Even good magic had a balance to it.

      She laughed and said, “You would have used those up by now.” Then she said, “I wish I remembered to put that letter in the mail. I wish I bought this in a larger size. I wish my hot neighbor would stick it to me.”

      “I did not!” Tanith gasped. The mirror laughed. “You!”

      “I’m Lyssa. You’re Tanith, right?” she asked. Tanith nodded. “Don’t piss me off, okay? I can see that look. You’re already wondering if you can get rid of me. It wasn’t until I knew for sure you were a real witch and not some girl throwing words at a piece of reflective glass for her own gain, did I decide to reveal myself. You don’t deserve me yet, but you will deserve my wrath if you try to banish me. Hell, hath no fury and all, understand?”

      “Not really, but…why do you think I don’t deserve you?” Tanith asked and waited.

      Lyssa shrugged. “I don’t know…why don’t you…ask me a question I might actually want to answer?”

      “You mean like mirror, mirror—”

      “I’m young, but this isn’t grade school.” She was frustrated, and it showed. “Ask a real fucking question, Tanith. What do you want to know?”

      “Who is Evander?” she blurted it out.

      Lyssa waggled her brows and said, “Now that is a great question.”

      The mirror faded, and right when Tanith thought it was just a bad dream she wasn’t waking up from, it began to reveal a scene on it. The woods, a fog, kids dressed in Halloween costumes. They were running, giggling, and then a howl cracked the night air, and they ran faster, screaming. A moment later, a set of eyes glowed in the darkness, and as they moved closer, a nose, ears, the face of a wolf appeared. The head turned, and when it looked back, Lyssa said, “Boo!”

      Tanith jumped about a foot and said, “Damn it! Why would you do that?”

      “Theatrics is a key element to my existence, okay. You don’t like the way I present information…don’t ask.” Lyssa disappeared again, and Tanith groaned.

      She looked down at the shirt she was still clutching like a child with a safety blanket and realized it was not her t-shirt. It was his. No wonder his scent was everywhere today.

      She avoided the bakery this morning as she opened the Black Cat Bookstore and straightened another photo of the infamous creature it was named after. The shop owner swore that the cat was the reason he and his wife were together. Tanith looked at the photo and said, “No such luck for me, huh? Just a one-night stand with a man I can’t escape.”

      A man she couldn’t stop thinking about on a normal day, but this was not a normal day. This was a painfully slow day at the bookstore, and around noon when the door opened and the bell rang, she could smell the cupcake before he even got to her counter. Evan handed her one, and he picked up the other and said, “They almost sold out. I thought you could use one.”

      She wanted that cupcake something terrible. She picked it up and said, “It smells so good.”

      He toasted her with his. The delectable frosting tapping together before pulling apart. A couple bites in, and she was feeling that feeling again. The one that— “What’s in this cupcake?”

      “I was going to ask you. I need that vanilla in my life, in my shop. It’s amazing.” He finished his cupcake, and she tried to resist but couldn’t stop herself from taking another bite.

      “What, um, what do you mean, ask me?” She looked at him and knew from the smile on his face exactly what he was going to say.

      “I found number five on the counter in the shop. I think a customer left it. I—”

      She cut him off. “It’s a potion!” She covered her mouth. She knew exactly what the problem was, last night and now. Only…it meant last night was still very real, and she absolutely was about to tell him why. “It’s a love potion. It makes people reveal their feelings for better or worse.”

      “I don’t know if I love you.” His eyes went wide, and he slapped a hand over his mouth. “Shit!”

      She nodded. “I don’t know if I love you either, but we were clearly…compatible in that bed last night.”

      “You’re a witch!” He pointed. “A real one!”

      “Yes.” She shook her head. “Dammit. You’re a…” She thought about it, and then her eyes were very wide as she made a claim, “A wolf. That’s—” His reaction of taking two steps back told her everything his mouth couldn’t deny and wouldn’t in a moment. “You are!”

      “Yes!” He gasped. “Shut up!”

      “You shut up!” She balked.

      “Who do you think I’m talking to? Me! I’m talking to me! I need to stop talking to you.” He took one step for the door, turned, and said, “I don’t want to stop talking to you, though. I want to talk to you all the time. It’s why I come over here and annoy you so often. I want the shop. I want the space, yes. I also want your time. I worry what it’s going to be like when you inevitably can’t afford to keep this running and have to sell it to me.”

      He closed his eyes tightly and shook his head.

      She puffed out a breath and knew she wouldn’t be able to lie to him right now. “I like talking to you, too. Even when I want to smack you because you have the better pastry and it’s more affordable than the places I can get it shipped online. I can’t afford to keep feeding the book club when it costs more than some of their weekly orders of books. I was mad at you for doing that to me. Proving what I already know, but I love this shop. It has history. Books mean something to people. If I could find a way to keep it…I want to keep this shop.”

      She looked at the ground in front of her and admitted, “But you’re right. Unless something changes for me, I have about a year, but I want my year to try. It may fail, but it may…surprise us both, right?”

      “Maybe.” He moved closer to the counter. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “I don’t want to go.” She slid her hand across the countertop, and he held her hand in his. “Won’t you be in trouble for…me, my kind?”

      He rolled a shoulder. “I’m exiled for a reason. I make my own path. You?”

      “I’m not exiled, just…sent out to find a path for myself since my coven had already walked theirs.” She tried to say she was too young to stay with them politely.

      “Stay with me again tonight. Now we know why last night happened. We couldn’t lie about it. So, let’s tell more truth. Tonight.” He tugged, and she moved around the counter until she could look up at him.

      “I’m not really that interesting.” She smiled.

      “Neither am I.” He winked.

      She slid her arms up and around him as she tiptoed up to kiss his lips. One, two, and then it wasn’t enough. Nothing was. They were in quite the embrace when the bell chimed, and the sound of a woman saying, “oh my,” had them both blushing and parting quickly.

      “Hello. Welcome.” Tanith cleared her throat, and Evan headed out and back to the bakery. He could afford a staff. She…had to put a sign up if she needed an extended break. “May I help you find anything?”

      “They said you sell a special elixir that will encourage the truth.” The woman tilted her head.

      “I did. I uh…don’t anymore. It’s quite…dangerous if not used properly.” She considered that. Maybe it was best she did not meddle in other people’s affairs after all. Certainly, that came back to her…only not in a bad way.

      “Well, do you have anything for luck or…maybe a book I can learn how to make my own magic?” She put her hands on her hips and said, “You are the witch in this town, right? Like…it’s almost Halloween, and I need to know if this man is with me or with his ex, okay?”

      Tanith could feel her eyes go wide as she said, “Excuse me?”

      “Ugh. You’re a fake, aren’t you?” The woman seemed really put out by that. “I was going to ask you to do a palm reading, but—”

      “I can do that.” She could. She learned a variety of skills from the women in her coven in addition to potions. Everything she was taught was meant to help people, not hurt them.

      “How much? The last time I had it done, it was eighty bucks, and that guy told me everything I needed to know. It’s why I drove all the way back here to this bookstore.” She took a seat at one of the tables and shoved her hand forward.

      “Well, inflation and all, it’s a hundred now.” Tanith hoped she stayed seated. The woman nodded, and Tanith smiled. Okay, so this is how the old man paid the bills. She had been trying to hide her true nature, and the reason everyone was so quick to accept a potion as a potion was due to this bookstore already having a rep of wielding magic.

      Tanith went into the storage room and realized there were signs that touted all sorts of things she could really do. Palmistry, tarot, potions for positivity. Lucky objects, natural products. It may not just be books, but it wouldn’t hurt to carve out a section and dedicate it to magic.

      When she closed the shop and made her way to Evan’s apartment, she was feeling great and not because she had consumed the love potion number five. It was because she saw a future for her bookstore.

      She knocked on the door, and when it opened, she could smell the food. It wasn’t the addictive scent of the potion once baked into the food or poured into a drink. The place just smelled wonderful. “Is that freshly baked bread?”

      “Of course.” He smiled down at her.

      She wasn’t going to tell him about her plan for the bookstore just yet. This was still new. They still had a way to go. She would tell him, “This is amazing.”

      He blushed slightly. They settled in for a dinner where they could actually talk and get to know each other.
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      Evan stood outside Black Cat Bakery and Books. He looked up at the sign as he put his arm around Tanith and said, “We did it.”

      She nodded and rubbed her well-rounded baby bump. “We did.”

      He knew it would start a bit of an argument, but he couldn’t resist teasing when he said, “You should have just sold it to me when I asked for it.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “I somehow doubt it would look the same.”

      He moved to stand behind her and placed his hands over hers and the belly. “You were worth the fight, the wait, and you’re right, there would be a smaller section of books, and they would all be cookbooks, but we live in a special town where you get to be the witch, and I get to be the man you cast a spell on.”

      “You did the casting when you made those cookies with that potion.” She reminded him of that often.

      “It was good vanilla!” He laughed. They walked into the bakery, and he said, “And this is good bread, right?”

      He made that loaf special for her and right before he closed for the evening, so it was always fresh and still warm from the oven. “I love this bread.”

      “And I love you.”

      She looked up at him and said words he would never tire of hearing, “I love you, too.”
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        This isn’t a love story, it’s a horror one. All triggers beware.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About A Voodoo’s Harem

          

        

      

    

    
      I was just like you once. An avid reader of all things hot and steamy. Curled up with my kindle, ignoring the world outside. Losing days at a time with every new release. I fantasised of muscled men and dreamt of what they’d do to me between the sheets. But more than that, I wanted to be taken care of, to be loved and cherished.

      Yeah, I was just like you once. Although I doubt you have a century-old witch stuck in the body of a school girl living down the street. Years of grief and loneliness drove me to desperation, but in the end I would have done anything to be lonely once more. This is not a love story, it’s a horror one. Enter at your own risk.
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      Knotting my fingers together, I risk a look back down the cobbled pathway. It’s not too late. I could run back to my house down the street, lock the doors and lose myself in yet another book. But it was those happily ever after books and a dangerous amount of wine which brought me here in the first place. The old me would never dream of messing with forces I didn’t understand, but that bubbly, outgoing girl died the same night my husband did. Well, that’s not 100% true. It was the loss of the baby I didn’t even know I was carrying that did it. The glimmering hope that was given and taken from me in a cruel twist of fate. What could a data analyst in her late twenties have done to deserve such luck? Alas, here I am in all my depressed, yoga pants glory.

      Raising my fist, I rasp on the aged wooden door before I can change my mind. A shiver rolls down my spine, a sense of foreboding I should pay attention to. The door slowly creaked open of its own accord, the space within only lit by candles. Knick-knacks of all descriptions hang from the ceiling in swooping nets, causing me to duck low. Stepping inside, the smell of incense barely covers the possibility that something has died here      recently. Squinting into the shadows, I look around the small cabin for what I came here for. Or rather, who.

      “State your business,” a voice demands sharply. I jump on a shriek, spinning to see the girl sitting cross legged upon the floor. She doesn’t look my way, instead focusing on a white outline painted across the floor, amongst various candles and offerings, for whatever ritual I’ve interrupted. When she speaks again, her tone dips between a schoolgirl’s to a deep, demonic echo. “This is my busiest night of the year.”

      “O-of course. Forgive me,” I bow for some reason. Turning to close the door, I spot the first of the trick-or-treaters venturing out in their elaborate costumes. Careful not to step on anything in fear I might be turned into a toad, I find an empty spot across the room and lower myself into it. Pulling my knees up to my chest, I find the girl’s eyes locked on me. I say the girl, I mean the 300-year-old witch with translucent irises and shoulder length brown hair. Black eyeliner surrounds her eyes, leaking down her milky white cheeks. A simple black dress with a white collar sits on her small frame, an open book sitting in her lap. I’ve never actually seen her before, but I’ve heard how she enchanted herself to stay youthful.

      “I-I want-“ A black cat jumps onto the floorboards beside me, hissing loudly. Clutching my chest in fright, I watch the feline slink towards the witch and nudge her arm, his yellow eyes seeming to judge me. “I would like this,” I say with more confidence, thrusting the book I brought with me towards the witch. She makes no move to take it, her eyes not wavering from mine so I start to ramble instead.

      “It’s a reverse harem. Like a normal harem but…in reserve. I’ve been alone for seven years now, as in I don’t go outside. I don’t see or talk to anyone, and I’m just so lonely. I want a harem of men like in this book, one who will love and cherish me.” Tears prick the back      of my eyes, my desperation shining through. Isolation does strange things to a person, but it’s the loneliness that hurts the most. Sometimes days pass where I don’t even get out of bed, and by the time I do, I’m too weak to make proper food. I’m either anorexic or binge eating, no in between. My husband was the cook in our house, the one with a white picket fence that we saved for years to buy. Our dream home.

      “State exactly what you require from me and be specific. There are no second chances.” I swallow thickly at the witch’s words, my breaths coming out in shaky pants. I’d expected as much, which is why I’ve spent weeks scouring my bookshelves in preparation for this. Straightening my spine, I hold her milky gaze and speak clearly.

      “I want a book-worthy harem of men for my own, and for them to possess the following qualities; passion, attractiveness, easy-going, humour, protectiveness, and intelligence.” As the last word leaves my mouth, a bird screeches overhead, swooping down to tear a claw-full of my hair from my head. I screamed, batting him away, but he got what he wanted, flying over to the witch with my flame-red strands in his clutches. I think I see the faintest of smiles grace her lips, but when I blink, it’s gone.

      Lifting the suspected grimoire from her lap, she begins to chant whilst circling her free hand in the air. I watch in horror as her fingers begin to blacken, a smoky trail leaving them to create a swirling cloud between us. The larger the cloud grows, the more my scalp burns where the crow attacked me. The room seems to spin, trinkets clinking together in the overhead nets. At no point during her deeply echoed chanting does the witch take her eyes off me, my skin crawling with a rising panic.

      I hug my book to my chest, muttering a prayer of my own for this to work. The candles start to grow brighter, illuminating every dark space of the room. Before I’m forced to shut my eyes against the white light, I catch a glimpse of a large painting on the wall, a crackled image of a hideous, old woman staring at me. I duck behind my knees, a ball of regret forming in my gut and making me feel nauseous. In the next second, the light has gone and the witch is silent once more, waiting for me to crack an eyelid. On the floor between us is a plant pot filled with soil. I raise my eyebrow, opening my mouth to ask what happens now, but the crow hops down onto the floor.

      With a brief flutter of his wings, he drops my hair into the pot and begins to peck his beak to push the strands into the soil. I lean forward, watching with interest as he plants each orange thread, then starts weaving them together. His feet tap against the wood with tiny hops, the heat of the witch’s gaze burning into me. Looking back to her once the bird has finished, an impressed smile pulling at my lips.

      “It’s a cage,” I say astounded. Sure enough, the crow has fashioned a thin cage spun of my hair, standing tall from the soil. With a flourish of her hand, the witch opens the front door as my signal to leave.

      “Take the pot home and water it daily with your tears. While your roots take root, as will your harem’s bond. Forget to, and the bond shall wither. Once the bond is complete, it is irreversible.” I nod at her words, grabbing the pot and making my way to the front porch. Excitement is bubbling inside me, butterflies I’m unaccustomed to feeling beginning to wake. Remembering myself, I quickly spin to ask when my men will arrive as the door slams in my face. I suppose I’ll have to wait and see.

      “Thank you!” I shout through the wood, hugging the pot to my chest. I’m halfway down the street when I realise I’ve left my book behind, but I figure I won’t be needing it now. Maybe the witch can have a read and magic up her own harem too. Nodding politely to the moms waiting for their children to return from the houses with bags full of candy, I break into a run to get home faster. Once inside, I lock the front door and leave the lights off downstairs. I don’t need any kids interrupting me tonight.

      Heading into the bathroom, I put the pot down beside the basin and take a look at myself. I got my brown eyes from my mother, along with my freckle-covered olive skin. The red hair was all my dad’s, as was my impressive height. I frown at the sauce stain on my top, wondering when my harem will arrive. Eek! My harem! Will they knock at the door with flowers? About to walk out of the room, I suddenly remembered the witch’s command. Right, the tears.

      It’s not difficult for me to cry, and it hadn’t been for the past seven years, since the police officers knocked on my door to deliver the news about my husband. He’d been at a gas station when a robber entered, holding all the people inside hostage. My husband always fancied himself a hero, putting himself out there for the sake of others, and that night was no exception. He dived in front of the pregnant employee, taking the bullet meant for her hesitation of emptying the cash register. Little did he or I know, I was also with child. Would he have acted any differently if he’d known? I don’t think so.

      Soon enough, the ‘plant’ is well-watered and I watch in fascination as it glows briefly. Rushing into my bedroom, I dive into my wardrobe for something acceptable to wear. I don’t want to try too hard, but first impressions are important. Settling on a cute pyjama set, purple checked shorts with a luxuriously soft, long-sleeved top, I run a brush through my wavy hair and sit on the edge of the bed. Twitching my foot, I start to notice how untidy my room is and busy myself cleaning up.

      Shoving the pile of dirty and clean clothes into the wash basket, I lean against a wall with a huff. I’m trying to be patient, but I have been for years. I’ve been dreaming of a man or four to waltz into my life and sweep me off my feet, to make me feel like a woman again. Walking over to the bed, I flop down onto it, wondering how I’m ever going to sleep tonight when the reprieve comes for me anyway.
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      Rolling onto my back, I stretch up high on a loud yawn. Sunlight is piercing the gaps around the curtains, telling me I slept all night. So much for looking all sexy in my shorts for no one. With nothing better to do, I throw the duvet over my head and curl up on my side, finding a pair of eyes waiting for me.

      “Hey there.” I scream at the deep voice, shoving wildly until I drop off the mattress. Crawling over to the wall, I search for some kind of weapon when he sits up, pulling the cover free. My heart is hammering in my chest, my breath frozen in my lungs, but then I see him properly. Blonde hair in waves long enough to rival mine fall down his back, his blue eyes hooded as he gazes at me. His jaw has been chiselled from the stone of my fantasies, his wide chest puffed out above a deeply ingrained six-pack. My chest heaves slightly, my mouth beginning to water.

      “Are you…” My voice trails off as the sexy beast crawls across the bed, holding a hold out for me.

      “All yours? Yes, I am.” A lopsided smile takes residence on my face and I slide my hand into his. Pulling me back onto the mattress, I don’t get a chance to ask his name, his mouth ascending on mine. Holy hell. His tongue invades my mouth, taking mine captivate to his silky strokes. My toes curl, my nipples hardening when his firm chest brushes mine. I try to push back, just to get a better look at him, but his hold won’t budge. I guess the attraction is mutual.

      Allowing him to ease me down onto the bed, his fingers glide up my inner thigh and slide beneath my shorts without need for invitation. The wetness he finds there is inviting      enough. Rubbing circles against the small bud that has only known the feel of a rampant rabbit for too long, I spread wide and let him play all he likes. His skilled tongue is still laying claim to my mouth, but I want him in other      places. I want it all and I can’t wait. Forcing an end to our mouth-fucking, I push his head down as a clear indication.

      His resounding chuckle rumbles from his chest and right through me as he obeys, dragging my top over my head. His hands knead my breasts roughly, grabbing at me and sucking my nipples like a man starved. I arch into him, hissing through my teeth. My fingers knot into his smooth hair, my hips shamelessly grinding against his body, hunting for friction.

      “You’re insatiable,” he murmurs, dragging his lips down my stomach. There’s a hurried edge to his movements, but I don’t mind, needing this as much as he clearly does. Yanking my shorts off roughly, he moans in delight when his face buries into my pussy. He dives into me without restraint, almost violently, as a mixture of his tongue and fingers spear into me. His lips clasp onto my clit as I moan and scream, arched off the bed with my fingers gripped in the sheets. Stars burst behind my eyes, one question spinning around my head. Why did I wait so long?

      Fingers thrust into me with such speed, my whole body shakes. I can’t hold back my cries, his tongue swirling my clit and a third finger being added is my undoing. Screaming, I come apart. My walls clamp down on his fingers, my climax bulldozing through me with an intensity I’m unsure can be topped. I swear it never used to feel this good. Suddenly releasing me, I’m flipped over by my ankles. Spanking my ass sharply, I’m herded up the bed like cattle until I’m kneeling upright against the headboard. He spreads my ass and enters my wet pussy in one, hard blow.

      I didn’t get a look at what he was packing before, and now I know if I had, I’d probably have backed out. I’ve never felt so full. His girth makes me gasp, my g-spot pulsing under the weight of it. As he starts to move, I can practically feel the veins of his cock dragging against me. Slipping a hand around my throat, he takes me brutally. A string of screams leave me at the sheer assault, my body held immobile. I try to squirm forward, to put the tiniest bit of distance between us, but it only earns me another spank. His thumb invades my asshole, his grip on my neck becoming too tight.

      I claw at his hand, fighting to draw a breath. And just when I think I can’t take it anymore, that familiar build of an orgasm proves me wrong. What the fuck? The climax rips through me, taking my last dregs of sanity with it. Leaning back into the sculpted body, I have no other choice but to remain there until a guttural roar sounds by my ear. I feel him swell and explode, the hot cum bursting into me feeling as good as my own climax. I slump onto the headboard, breathless and delirious. I really hope it’s not like that with all the guys or I will need a wheelchair on standby. He places a kiss on my head, allowing a weak smile to break free of my exhaustion.

      In an attempt to wiggle free, I manage to dislodge his cock enough to allow cum to leak out of me. On an animalistic growl, the surfer-style Adonis throws me onto my back and plunges into me again, still rock hard.

      “Wha- no! I need a break!” I shout, trying to shove his weight off me. He doesn’t budge, his handsome smile looking almost cruel in this light.

      “We don’t need breaks. I will never get enough of you.” My eyes widen. Oh god, I’m going to die by dick. Panic lodges in my throat, my nails digging into his pecs.

      “Um...what I meant was, let me go freshen up for you. We have all the time in the world, right? Let me make sure I’m clean and prepared.” I try not to let those words sink in, hoping this is just newfound excitement. Mulling it over, he hits me with the brightest smile to reveal a dimple either side. Oh, damn him.

      “Are you going to play with yourself in the shower?” 

      “Sure,” I half-shrug, which seems to be the right answer. Planting a dramatic kiss on my lips, he pulls out and lies back on my bed as I make a dash for the bathroom. Just as I make it to the door, I quickly remember myself.

      “Oh, um...what’s your name?” With one hand behind his head, he’s casually stroking the length of his monstrous cock with the other.

      “I’m Lust.” I snort with a roll of my eyes. Ha ha, very funny. Leaving the room this time, I close the bathroom door and lock it in time to hear his bellowing voice. “Hurry back, my dick won’t fuck itself.” Oh Lordy.
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      Hopping out of the shower, I wrap myself in a towel and slump onto the closed toilet seat. The flesh between my legs feels tender, making me wince as I sit down. Now I’ve had some time to think, I’ve started to realise what happened in my bed wasn’t entirely consensual, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. But I wasn’t exactly saying no either. When I eventually go back in, we’ll just have to set some rules, and I really hope the others arrive soon. Maybe they can manage this for me. But for now, I guess I’ll hide out for a while.

      Drying my body, I grab my white robe off the hook on the door and slip it on. Tying a bow in the satin belt, I then turn my attention to my hair. Halfway through giving it a rough towel dry, I freeze when I notice the plant pot. Peering closer, I see a small figure has grown from the soil. It’s hard to tell from a compost figure, but it appears as if his shoulders are wider than the rest of him and I have to guess it’s the Adonis next door. Despite the morning I’ve had, I’m still looking forward to understanding and taming the guys, so I blink a few tears into the pot.

      Returning my focus to my hair, I lean over the basin to wipe the condensation from the mirror. The glass seems to ripple around the edges, my hand rolling over a few bumps instead of the usual smooth surface. Clearing enough water droplets away, I peer at myself and see a man over my left shoulder.

      I flinch, clutching my robe to my chest. They have got to stop doing that. Spinning, I glance upon a face that would make angels cry with its symmetrical perfection. His brown hair has been styled back with gel, not a rogue strand in sight. His eyes are a golden brown, like they’ve been churned in crystal clear honey. He doesn’t have a single freckle or blemish on his tanned skin, his body tall and lean in a fine suit.

      “Wow,” I mutter. His eyes, which have been fixed on the mirror this whole time, flick down to me as if he didn’t realise I was there. There’s a slight curl to his upper lip as he looks up and down the length of me, before barging past to get closer to the mirror. I frown, hugging my arms around myself. I’ve never been made to feel so small in one single moment. I’m not ugly by any standards, but what I saw in the brief second he looked at me was unadulterated disgust.

      “It’s stuffy in here, crack a window already.” His voice is smooth like butter, rolling through every inch of my body. By that one sentence, I find that I want to please him, even though I’ve decided I already hate him. Pursing my lips, I do as he asks and return to scowl at his reflection. Sparing me a flickering glance, he tuts whilst combing his perfect hair. “No wonder you have crow’s feet.”

      “Excuse me?!” I gasp, stopping short of stomping my foot. When he doesn’t acknowledge me again, I storm out of the room with a frustrated growl. Who does he think he is? Being handsome on the outside is worthless if your personality is ugly on the inside. Oh damn, I should have said that. I consider turning to go back when my face collides with a wall of muscle.

      “There you are,” ‘Lust’ says, his arm locking around my back. Pushing me into him, he plunges his tongue into my mouth and lifts me with ease. Walking me back towards the bed, his fingers slip beneath my robe before I force him to release me.

      “Wait,” I breathe, holding my hands up and taking a few steps back. “We need to set some ground rules.”

      “Fine, you get on the ground, my cock will rule your mouth.” His smile is dazzling, his advancing steps making me back up against the wall.

      “No, no. I mean…I get you’re excited, but it doesn’t have to be so rough every time, right?” I gulp, uncertainly. He stops moving, his brow furrowed in thought.

      “You asked for passion.” My heart skips a beat, the sincerity of his intentions sending a spread of warmth through me. This time it’s me who steps forward, my hand gently laying on his chest.

      “Passion doesn’t have to be so rough. We can still have vigorous passion if we take it slow.” Trailing my fingers down his beautifully naked body, I take a firm grasp of his shaft and slowly pump my hand up and down to prove my point. He starts to thrust into my grip, but I don’t allow him to rush me.

      “Slow,” he echoes, nodding slightly. Licking his lips, the sheer hunger in his blue gaze makes me weak. This incredible beast of a man wants me. Dragging his thumb across my lower lip, his hands slip into my hair and tease my scalp. His smile is wide, his dimples full           making me giddy. “Now, about that blowjob?”

      You know when you watch porn and think to yourself there’s no way she can take dick for that long, well last night that girl was me. After I convinced him to let me take a break for food, the Adonis fucked me from evening to morning, and I can’t say I was conscious for all of it. We started out slow, filled with flirty looks and lengthy foreplay, but after my eighth or maybe ninth orgasm, it all started to feel numb down there. I was just a lubed up hole for him the fuck, the rhythmic pounding and my head nestled between the pillows lulling me to sleep.

      Rousing from my slumber, I blink my eyes open to see him asleep beside me. Thank fuck for that. His blonde eyelashes fan his cheeks, his chest rising and falling heavily, a           still cocky shadow of a smile on his face. Lifting the cover, I shift my arm to find myself covered in a clear, sticky fluid. Oh gross. It’s like a mix of lube and cum and it’s everywhere, on my skin, in my hair, all over the damn sheets.

      Jumping out of bed, I rush to the bathroom butt naked. Throwing the door open, the handsome man from yesterday snarls at my appearance. I doubt he’s moved other than to remove the clothes from his upper half and to spray my entire can of hairspray onto his head judging by the fume-filled smell in here.

      “Have some self-respect. I won’t let anything touch my skin that hasn’t been dermatologist recommended.” I sneer at his tone, scooping up some of the gunk on my stomach and smearing it across his back as I pass. Grabbing onto my wrist to yank me back, his open hand slaps me across the face. I gasp, standing frozen with shock. A harsh sting pulses through my cheek, tears welling in my eyes. Tossing me aside like trash, he jumps into the shower and slams the cubicle door shut, scrubbing his back with my loofa     .

      I don’t want to cry. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. But two days in     to my spell, I’ve been used for sex and hit. My harem is definitely not stacking up the way I’d hoped. Turning away from the shower’s steamy glass, my tears roll down my cheeks and directly into the plant pot. No. Bending, I see a second figure added to the soil within the cage of my orange hair, his one with a heightened quiff on his head. What am I going to do now?
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      Having finally showered and dressed in my least provocative outfit, a baggy tracksuit with my hair in a messy bun, I make my way downstairs. Not only am I exhausted and sore, I feel like shit. I’m not ready to meet any more men for the time being, but in the off chance some turn up, I plan on being at least tipsy for it. Grabbing a glass from the kitchen cupboard, I unscrew the cork from a bottle of Rosè. Pouring myself a generous amount, I slump back into the living room and drop onto the sofa.

      “Hey! Watch it!” A voice shouts, the cushions beneath me bumpy. I jerk upright, managing not to spill the wine, to watch a man materialize right out of the sofa with the TV remote in his hand. Like the chocolate brown leather, his skin is ebony and smooth. His hair is braided, his dark eyes focused on the TV he’s switched on. Shifting to get comfortable,  I notice how low his jeans are riding, a deep V exposed by the way his t-shirt has ridden up. The voices on TV jar me from my drooling, an episode of ‘Friends’ in full swing.

      Nudging him aside, I drop down and tuck my legs beneath me. For the most part, I ignore the fact he’s even there, happy to relax for a while and skip the awkward introductions. Finally, a laid-back guy I can chill with. He plants his legs on me, wiggling      his toes for a foot massage. Shoving him off with a smirk, I shift to return the favour which he ignores.

      More and more, he begins to take my attention away from the TV in favour of studying him. His lips are full, an easy-going smile showing off his perfectly straight, white teeth. He laughs often, spurring me to smile too. My feet are nestled against his abs, our position more intimate than this body language would suggest. As one episode blends into another, I begin to grow curious about the man who clearly isn’t intrigued about me.

      “What do they call you then?” I ask, swirling and downing the last of my drink.

      “Sloth,” he shrugs. Cute pet name, not hard to see how he got it. My eyes trail the length of him, my attention coming back to his fingers playing with the end of his braid. Noticing me for the first time, his head turns the same time he shifts onto his back. A clear bulge in his jeans rubs against my calf, his tongue slowly licking his lips in that seductive way I’ve only seen in movies. When he opens his mouth, I expect a dirty suggestion which I would have jumped at. But instead, he says, “Get me a beer, would ya?”

      “No. Refill my wine,” I shoot back. Let’s make it clear early on I’m not going to be waiting on some slob. Holding my glass out, he slaps my wrist aside and then I slap his until we are stuck in some playground happy slappy game.

      “Relax, I’ve got both of you covered.” I jump at the new voice, spinning in my seat. Holy hell. A tall man with shaggy, ash coloured hair is walking out of my kitchen with stunning green eyes and a stubbed jaw. But that’s not what interests me the most. Other than the tight boxers hugging his tight ass, he’s wearing my kitchen apron and yellow washing-up gloves. The bottle of Rosé in one hand and a beer in the other. Passing it to Sloth, he bends low to take me in a bone-melting kiss before refilling my glass.

      “Fuck, you taste delicious,” he winks. I smile warmly, automatically being pulled after him as he walks towards the kitchen. I can’t take my eyes off his toned body, the muscles in his back flexing as he starts to chop some carrots. I sit on a stool across the bar, my heart beating solidly in my chest. Yes. This is the one I was waiting for. Generous, romantic, domesticated. Spotting me, he puts down the butcher's knife and leans on the counter with a wide grin.

      “I bet this has been quite an eye opener for you,” he leans over to rub his thumb over my bottom lip. Pulling back, he licks the pad of his thumb and groans loudly. “Why don’t you go for a walk? Clear your head while I make us all dinner. Once we get round a table, I’m sure the dynamics will start to work out.” I find myself nodding, my mind still spinning with his obvious interest in me. After the asshole hogged      my mirror upstairs, I was starting to doubt if I still had what it took to attract men like the ones I’ve conjured.

      Downing my wine, I hop off the stool and shove my feet into a pair of old trainers. Sliding open the glass door, I give the cook a timid wave goodbye before ducking out. The air is cool, the sun hiding behind a thick layer of cloud today, but it’s still lovely. I can breathe easier out here, the peaceful atmosphere of the suburban street like a balm to my being. I turn the opposite way to the witches hut, noticing a single dark cloud hanging over it at the far end of the street.

      I hadn’t believed the rumours of her existence at first, when Rick and I moved in. The neighbours were too kind, supplying pies and cooked meals until the electricity was      sorted out. We put every cent into buying the house, we slept on an air bed on the floor and had garden furniture in the living room. It was perfect. But then too many strange, unexplainable things started to happen, like sudden hail storms or flurries of rats running along the road. Hence, there’s a witch down the street and we got our house for a steal.

      The street is fairly empty for a gorgeous afternoon. I nod to a man walking his dog and ignore some youths in a nearby front yard starting a fight, continuing onto the next street. This one is showing us up with their beautifully manicured lawns and colourful arrays of flowers, but I can hardly complain. I haven’t ventured into my front yard in years for fear of being seen. Now though, with a handsome man at home cooking dinner and an insatiable lover waiting for me in bed, I don’t give a shit anymore who sees me. I am who life made me and I’m over trying to please others.

      After Rich died, I had the usual nosey neighbours calling with bunches of flowers, the same ones I overheard whispering outside the window that I didn’t ‘look like I was grieving enough’. How dare these people with their privately tutored kids and perfectly painted smiles come into my house and judge me. They forget I’ve heard their husbands whisper sweet nothings into their phones on the back porch, or seen the wives sneak into random cars in the middle of the night. No-one is perfect, and those who are, get shot before they have the chance to be deceiving.

      Turning onto the next street, the one parallel to my backyard, I notice a group of women up ahead squawking about something. Shoving my hands into my pockets, I intend to walk past until I see them tying posters onto trees and lampposts. A brunette eyes me suspiciously as I try to get closer, the conversation seizing.

      “Have you seen any of our beloved pets?” a blonde asks in an accusing tone. Beyond her neatly styled hair I see the images of various animals splashed across each poster. A cat, a dog, even a parrot. Someone’s been busy. Shaking my head, I walk on whilst hearing their not-so-hushed voices commenting on my outfit and demeanour. Straightening my spine, I walk the rest of the way back home while stewing on their words. I fucking hate the people I once aspired to be just like.

      Stomping up my pathway, and Jesus this place is a complete shithole, I step through my front door and slam it closed. Sloth groans at me, his arm covering his eyes in the exact same spot on the sofa. Nope, not happening. Rounding the living room, I grab his bicep and hoist him heavily onto the floor.

      “Get the fuck up and help out! You are not-,” I heave him towards the kitchen, “sleeping,” heave, “all day!” His eyes are open and focused on the ceiling, but his body remains limp and he’s a lot fucking heavier than he looks. Chuckling, the chef joins my side and helps me to lift Sloth to his feet.

      “Come on buddy, dinner’s ready.”

      “Ooh, food,” Sloth suddenly stands of his own accord, walking towards the table with slow and lethargic movements. I scowl after him, not in the mood to sit around a table with some of the men who have answered my call, but then the chef pulls me into his arms. My muscles relax under his touch, something so soothing about his easy presence. He inhales my hair deeply, a rumble passing through his chest as he nibbles on my ear. When he pulls back, there’s a hunger in his eyes, I feel right down in my core.

      “Don’t worry baby, I’ve got you.”
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      The aroma filling my small dining area is heavenly. God, I’ve missed proper food. The chef, whose name I really need to learn, places my largest casserole dish into the centre of the wooden table, a meat stew heaped inside. Rushing back to the kitchen, still in his boxers and apron, he returns with a bowl of dumplings and a bread basket which are warm to the touch.

      “Did you make these yourself?” I have to ask, tearing a piece of the crust off with my teeth. He nods with a wide grin, watching me enjoy his food a little too much. The sexy surfer walks in at that moment, standing shoulder to shoulder with the chef. I swallow the piece of bread in my mouth, suddenly feeling like a carcass beneath a pair of vultures with the way they are staring at me.

      “Where’s the other guy?” Chef asks, busying himself with dishing out stew into Sloth’s bowl. I watch him curiously, realising he’s making more effort than even I am at making this harem work. He’s the mediator of the group.

      “Oh, the wanker standing in front of the mirror? Yeah, he’s not budging. Not even when I went for a piss earlier.” Lovely. Job number one on tomorrow’s to-do list, get a mirror for any other room in the house to lure him out. I need my baths more than I need to go to the toilet in peace. Shrugging, I reach for the ladle, but Chef bats my hand away with a smile. Filling my bowl with a generous portion, he sits on one side as the surfer dude sits on the other.

      “Where have you been all day?” he grumbles, pulling his chair right up against mine. His large hand covers my thigh, brushing higher until he makes me jolt. I try to push him away, but he overpowers me too easily, grabbing my hair bun and yanking my head back. His mouth descends on me, his tongue forcing its way in as I try to fight him off. I’m starving and I just want some normality, not to mention the soreness I’m feeling between my legs, even in my biggest, cotton granny-panties.

      “That’s enough,” I hear Chef say with an edge to his tone. Surfer dude slips his hand up my hoodie, groping my breast and pinching my nipple too hard. I shove and elbow, but he’s relentless, trying to pull me into his lap. Suddenly, he’s jerked off me and I drop back into my seat panting. Expecting to see Chef there, I look up to my hero to find Mr. Mirror-hog himself, scowling at me.

      “No one wants to see that repulsing visual when trying to digest food,” he snarls, taking the seat beside me. Scooting over, I rest my thigh against Chef’s for a touch of comfort. I’m not surprised it took this bunch of assholes to find a true diamond, but at least I have one. Surfer takes a seat opposite, licking his lips at me like I’m the meal. Looking around at each man, the weight settles on me that this is it. This is my harem.

      Deciding it’s easier to focus on my food than the thick atmosphere that’s going to haunt me every dinner time to come, I spoon stew into my mouth. It’s just as delicious as it smells; the meat is tender, the carrots adding a sweetness between the onions and potatoes. Reaching for a slice of bread the same time as Chef does, we share a cheeky smile.

      “Does he always bother you like that?” he whispers, his eyes flicking to Surfer and back. I nod shyly, feeling the heat of his gaze still on me. Leaning into Chef, his arm circles me and he places a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll take care of it.”

      After dinner, I help tidy up, despite the Chef's objections. He washes while I dry, my laugh at his jokes a little too loud and our lingering glances becoming heated. The rest of the men have resumed their usual positions, leaving us to it. It’s clear to me now I didn’t need a whole harem, just this one guy to make me feel alive again. Hindsight is a beautiful thing, but I can’t regret my actions when I’m smiling ear to ear like this. Putting away the last of the plates, I fold my tea towel and lean against the counter.

      “I guess we should turn in for the night?” My cheeks start to burn with a blush, my teeth sinking into my lower lip. Slipping off the apron, Chef slinks over to me in his muscled glory. I may be sated food wise, but my mouth starts to water at the sheer sight of his drool-worthy body. The crevices between his abs are deep, the V disappearing beneath his Calvin Klein’s begging to be touched. But as I squeeze my thighs together, I feel the uncomfortable sting of pain that tells me I’m not ready for any more dick today. “I don’t think we should…I don’t think I can…”

      “Shhh baby,” Chef silences me with a kiss. His tongue drags across mine, sucking my bottom lip into his mouth with a groan. “As much as I can’t wait to taste you, over and over again,” gulp, “there’s no rush, right?” My knees almost give out and my head feels light as I swoon so hard, I almost dropped to my knees right there just to have a piece of him in me. Instead I nod and grin, starting to lead him from the kitchen when he pulls back. “I’ll meet you up there soon. I’m going to have a talk with our little friend, make sure he doesn’t bother you anymore.”

      “Okay,” I agree. “He’ll be in my bed so I’m going to take the spare room. I have an airbed, if you don’t mind roughing it?” With a shake of his head, I pull myself away from his dazzling smile and make my way upstairs. Entering the bathroom, I ignore the brooding bastard and go about my business, using the toilet and shoving him aside to wash my face. He ignores me for the most part, except when it’s time to cry into the plant pot. Two more soil figures are present, the cage of my hair glowing stronger this time. Seeing him eye me closely, I flick my hair and stalk away, knowing I will keep my bond to all of them for the sake of real love with Chef.

      Creeping past the main bedroom, I enter the room at the end of the hall and leave the door ajar. I hoard all sorts of shit in my spare room, but it’s coming in handy now. Pumping up the air bed, I pull a sheet onto it and grab a cover from a vacuum bag before nestling down. By the time I hear shuffling down the hall, my dreams have already claimed me.

      I wake in a pair of steady arms, my smile growing before I’ve opened my eyes. I must have been fast asleep by the time Chef joined me last night, but I could sense his presence once he had. My dreams shifted from those of worry and the unknown of what life will be like, to sweet ones of picnics and watching the sunset. Rolling over, I nudge his stubbed jaw with my nose to rouse him gently.

      “Morning beautiful. You hungry?”

      “Ravenous,” I giggle.

      “My kind of girl.” His head shifts to bite softly on my collar bone. He licks a path up my neck to my mouth, ignoring my protest about morning breath. Shifting me onto my back, his weight settles on top of me gently and his hands explore my body. He feels out my hips, my stomach, and my thighs. The parts I would normally be most conscious about, but his moans of delight make me feel sexier than ever. “Rest this delectable body of yours, I’ll      call when breakfast is ready.”

      Watching him go is both blissful and torturous, those sexy buns of steel taunting me as they disappear and the door is clicked shut. I roll over, inhaling the scent of the sheet where he just laid, like a crazy person. I drift into a half-sleeping state, thinking about all the things we could do today while the others do their usual depressing shit. I could take him shopping for some regular clothes, but I quickly decide against it. The fact I even thought of covering that gorgeous body should be a crime. Maybe sunbathe in the garden if it’s a nice day or cuddle under a blanket on the porch swing if it’s not.

      “Breakfast’s ready!” His voice jars me from my thoughts, a small dribble patch telling me I drifted off for longer than I meant to. Pushing myself up, I rifle through the vacuum bags in hunt for something to wear when I come across one of Rich’s shirts. My hand freezes over it, my gut churning uncomfortably. Would he approve of my actions or would he be turning in his grave? I’ve hoped for many years he might send me a sign, something to tell me I could move on. But when there was nothing, I had to hope he’d moved on and would have hoped I’d done the same. After all, he’s the one that left, right? I was stuck here, floundering and alone.

      Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I find an old pair of shorts I haven’t worn since I was in my early twenties and even remotely hot. Considering the circumstances, I say fuck it and shimmy them on, digging out a baggy t-shirt to tuck in the front. Pulling my hair free of its tie and shaking it out, I hop down the stairs and kick the back of the sofa to wake Sloth. He flips me off, but I don’t care, following the smell towards the kitchen. The table is set      by the time I get there, platters of food waiting for me.

      “This is amazing,” I gush. Chef is behind me in a moment, his arms wrapping around me and his nose finds my hair. He inhales deeply as if he can’t get enough of me. Planting kisses over my cheek and neck, he directs me into a seat and starts to pile food onto both of our plates. Sausages, bacon, eggs, hash browns, the whole shebang. Damn, I could get used to this.

      No matter how good the food looks, my eyes can’t help to drift back to the real treat beside me. He’s got the apron on again, the way it curves forward giving me a glimpse of his firm chest. His skin is smooth, hairless, flawless. I’m salivating around mouthfuls of sausage, wishing it was something else. Catching him eyeing me too, I have to put down my fork to confront the tension in here.

      “Seriously, how are you so hot? You must work out for hours every day.” He chuckles, the sound resounding right through my g-spot.

      “Nothing like that baby, just a balanced diet.” Reaching over, he lifts my fork to my mouth, watching closely as I draw the piece of sausage off with my teeth. His pupils are dilated, his breathing heavy. I swear I’m more turned on at this moment than I ever have been, the man of my dreams panting for me.

      “Let’s go back to the airbed,” I murmur huskily. My hand slides across his thigh as he continues to feed me, his eyes dragging from the fork to my lips with the same level of passion. With the last mouthful, he lifts a finger to lift my chin, drawing his tongue across my throat as I swallow. Weird, but my body seems to like it.

      “Why don’t you go get yourself ready while I wash up? Have a bath, get prepared because I’m going to eat you from the inside out.” My eyebrows shoot up, a bolt of electricity whizzing through me. Those are words I want to hear every day for the rest of my life. On a shudder, I push to my feet, unable to stay in close range any longer without pouncing on him where he sits. But then, who would wash up?

      Trailing my fingers across his shoulders, I walk towards the stairs as steadily as my shaky knees will allow. The stairs are an even bigger challenge, the urge to bolt back to the air bed and get myself started riding me hard. I can tell Chef is going to be just as good a lover as he is a cook. Careful not to wake anyone, I edge towards the bathroom until a faint groan catches my ear.

      Frowning, I take a few steps back, pressing my ear against the door to my bedroom. There it is again, a low groan. Oh god, Surfer’s probably been masturbating in my bed all night. Still, I have a drawer full of lingerie I’ve been dying to wear and hopefully he’s worn himself out enough for me to slip in and out unscathed. Slowly, I turn the door handle and poke my head around the door.

      The curtains are still drawn, sunlight streaming around the edges. Surfer’s rolled onto his side on the bed, facing away from me so I slip further inside. Reaching for my dresser, my hand freezes on the next noise from the bed. It’s not a pleasured groan, but a pained one.

      “Um, Surfer dude? Are you okay in here?” My only answer is a choked sob, which is when I really start to worry. Stepping around the room, I flick on the light switch. His blonde hair is greasy and matted, his body curled into the foetus position. Placing a hand on his shoulder, I tentatively ease him onto his back. A scream leaves my throat, piercing the quiet. My hand covers my mouth too late, my feet stumbling back until my back slams into the wall.

      “Wh-wh-what happened?!” I cry, tears clouding my vision. On his back, Surfer is clutching at his crotch, his hands covered in blood. I notice too late the pasty whiteness to his face, the sweat on his brow, but holy fuck, there’s so much blood. Holding my gaze, he slowly lifts his hands and my stomach rolls at the sight of his groin. His…dickless groin, an empty hole above his crimson-drenched balls.

      “Gluttony,” he grinds out. I scrunch my eyes shut, unable to bear the sight anymore, but now I know it’s there, I can practically taste the blood. The heaviness of the air clogging my throat. The stench of copper invading my nostrils. But then that word penetrates my mind. Gluttony? What does that even mean? Gluttony as in…hang on.

      “You’re…you’re Lust. And Sloth, and Glut…” I feel for the wall, needing it to hold me upright. Chef’s rich voice rolls through my skull. Delicious. Delectable body. Eat you inside out. Just want kind of meat was in that stew last night or the…sausages he hand fed me this morning. My eyes open wide, staring down at the missing sausage before me. My stomach flips, my feet moving before I can think anymore.

      Bursting into the bathroom, I drop to my knees and empty the contents of my stomach into the toilet. Hurl after hurl, it doesn’t stop coming. I hear who I’m presuming is Vanity cursing me for contaminating his space, but there’s nothing I can do about that now. The grotesque image of Lust’s wound is stuck behind my eyelids, the taste of breakfast so much worse on the way back up.

      Only when I’m all out, acid burning my throat with the final retches, do I slump back against the tiles. I can’t think or move, I can only cry. How did this all go so wrong? It was the witch, it has to be. But why would she do this to me? Is this all that’s worthy of my lonely heart? Pain and horror, blood and suffering. Haven’t I suffered enough?

      I drop my hands forward, crashing them into a body. Forcing my lids open, I see Vanity knelt before me. His honey-churned eyes are focused directly on me, the harsh beauty of his face making my heart stutter. His lips upturn in the smallest of smiles and for a split second, I’m stupid enough to think a moment was passing between us in my desperation for someone to care for me. Standing with a small container in his hand, possibly the toothpaste lid, he walks over to the plant pot and tips the clear liquid of my tears inside, despite my screams to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Envy

          

        

      

    

    
      My body has gone numb, my tears have long dried up. Every so often, I shiver and the air bed jerks beneath me, the two covers drawn tightly under my chin not enough to banish the chill from my bones. Gluttony has finally stopped knocking on the door which I barricaded, leaving me to my thoughts.

      The embodiment of the seven deadly sins are popping up in my house, answering my call for love. What the ever-loving fuck am I supposed to do with that? Other than grappling      with      the fact I’ve met four so there’s three more on their way and I don’t know how to stop it. Unless…I went back to the witch. It’s the only way.

      Scrambling onto my knees, I hunt through the wooden shelves for some clothes. Pulling on some sweatpants and a vest, I use the rack to pull myself up. My eyes snag on Rich’s old golf bag, causing me to pause. Lifting the iron out, I feel the heavy weight against my palm. Closing my eyes, I exhale slow and long, emptying out my lungs. I just need to keep my nerve long enough to get out of this house.

      Readying myself in front of the door, I pull it open and stare at the empty hallway. Going to take a step, the door is suddenly slammed closed, making me jump as a figure steps out from behind. Oh no, not again. He’s tall and broad, thick eyebrows lowered over harshly blue eyes. A full bodied beard covers his chin, his dark hair cropped short on top. I can’t focus on his handsomeness, my mind is wheeling      to know which one he is.

      “Envy,” he supplies. I swallow thickly, clasping tightly onto the golf club. His eyes travel to my hands, his brow furrowing. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to protect you.” I tremble, not sure whether to believe his words. But it seems like he’s standing between me and a bunch of voodoo-created psychos, so maybe I can make this work in my favour.

      “H-Hi Envy, can you help me? I need to get out of here.” He steps forward and I step back, fumbling over the corner of the airbed and grabbing onto the shelves for support. When his hand wraps around my upper arm, it’s not the tight grip I was expecting. Instead, Envy eases me back to my feet, his eyes filled with concern.

      “I said I’ll protect you, but I can’t let you leave. I need to keep you all to myself.” His tone is gentle for now, but I can sense there’s a side to him I really don’t want to see. Like the shadows which cling to his back in the darkened room, he has the potential to turn on me as quickly as a dog who bites the hand that feeds it.

      “Listen,” I whisper, pulling him a step towards the door. Leaning our ears on it, Lust can be heard groaning still between a cheery whistle I presume is coming from the psychopath I nearly had sex with. “The men out there have all touched me, they want me all to themselves. But if you help me get out of this house, I will beg the witch to take them all back. It can be just me and you,” I lie.

      His eyes watch me with the sharpness of an eagle’s, my pulse hammering in my neck under his scrutiny. His breath fans my face, a tremor awakening a trail of goosebumps in its journey through my body. With a tense nod, Envy opens the door, holding me back while he creeps outside. My hands are still gripping the golf club as I follow, directing him to dodge the floorboards I know will creak. The bathroom door is slightly ajar, a low hissing bleeding into the hallway from some type of aerosol can. My heart suddenly squeezes when I remember the spell, or should I say, the curse.

      “Oh, I need the plant pot!” I hover outside, my spine rigid enough to snap itself. When I don’t hear anything past Envy entering, I peek around the doorframe to see him and Vanity staring at each other. There’s recognition in Vanity’s honey-brown gaze, but the atmosphere is thick. Slipping inside, I grab the pot and call for Envy to follow, but not before the pair exchange a tense nod which has my gut spiralling. I really hope I’m not wrong about Envy’s intentions, but I just need him as far as getting out of this house without being eaten.

      Plant pot in one hand and the golf club in the other, I run down stairs and make a beeline for the front door. The TV is blaring, Sloth’s arm slung over the back of the sofa. Ignoring the whistling streaming in from the kitchen, I throw the front door open to crash into a woman. Papers fly everywhere, the pot clutched between us.

      Her narrowed eyes are focused on me, my mind reeling as it tries to catch-up. I quickly assess her dated dress with the petticoat, her mousey brown hair styled in tight curls. I know this woman from further down the street. Whatever pie or vegan lasagne she’s bringing me, I don’t have time for it. A firm torso steps in behind me, distracting my distant neighbour long enough for me to try to slip by. Only making it two steps, a strong grip locks around my arm, yanking me backwards.

      “You!” she cries, her voice laced with venom. I open my mouth to defend myself, until I realise her one-word accusation is directed to the man holding my arm. “I saw you take my daughter’s pet rabbit right from the hutch in our garden! She’s distraught! Give Nibbles back this instant!” The blood drains from my face, a shiver of apprehension claiming me before Gluttony has even spoken.

      “No can do, I'm afraid. No stew is the same without a bit of rabbit, or cat or parrot for that matter. But he was delicious though, if you were wondering.” I scream as I’m dragged back inside, begging her to call the cops before the door is slammed in my face. She shrieks and bangs on the outside, the noise enough to rouse Sloth from his reclined position. Gluttony plucks the pot out of my hands, passing it to him for safe keeping.

      With one of my hands freed up, I grip onto the golf club and wield it with as much strength as I can manage, aiming for any target. I feel the blunt thud of the metal end connecting with something, Sloth slumping back on the sofa. Oh shit. Gluttony pries the club from me, tossing it away like a weightless toothpick.

      “Envy!” I yell, clawing at the hand on my arm. My throat is raw from screaming, but I refuse to stop. Gluttony hoists me against him, covering my mouth with his hand until I bite into it.

      “Hey now, that’s my forte,” he chuckles by my ear and I instantly feel sick again. Carrying me into the kitchen, I elbow and fight with everything I am, but it’s no use. The body I was drooling over this morning is too strong for me, an out of shape bookworm. In my head, I’m a warrior but in reality, I’m about to find out just how weak I really am. Going limp, my eyes prick with tears which begin to fall. Slamming me down on the kitchen counter, Gluttony runs his tongue up my cheek with a groan. “Salty.”

      “Envy,” I whimper pathetically. “What have you done with him?”

      “That one wasn’t me, Sweet Cheeks,” Gluttony grins, nudging his chin in the direction of the closed basement door. My eyes are trained on the door, my heart thundering in my ears. None of the other guys in the house have the murderous nature Gluttony does, but with two more still to show up, I really need someone on my side. It’s clear I won’t be leaving this house on my own accord, so I make a rash decision I really hope I don’t regret. As Gluttony turns his head to reach for his butcher's knife, I lunge for the meat thermometer which has been left out and jam it into his exposed neck. Kicking him back with a battle cry, I jump down and run to the door, locking it closed behind me.
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      It’s pitch black in here, my fingers fumbling for the light switch. Finding it, the bulb blows as it turns on, but not before I catch a horrifying glimpse of the room below. It was a mere second which has etched itself into my mind as I feel my way down the wooden steps. The thickness of blood is locked in my throat, the air dense enough to make me heave. Rounding the banister, I feel around for the plastic trunk on the ground where I keep all the tools. Rooting inside and pulling out a torch, I switch it open and brace myself to shine the light upon Envy.

      He’s been strung up on a weight bag stand from Rich’s old gym equipment, his hands chained together and dripping crimson. I can’t make out his features other than his thick beard thanks to whoever beat him to a pulp. I’m still not convinced of Gluttony’s innocence, my eyes hastily checking all of Envy’s limbs and organs are intact before rushing forward to help.

      “Oh my god. What happened to you?!” I cry, not knowing where to start. I try to lift his legs in an attempt to unhook him, but the guttural noise he makes proves I just hurt him more. Looking around with the flashlight, I hunt for some pliers      or just anything I might be able to use. I’m deadly certain if Envy doesn’t make it out of this house, neither will I. My eyes snag on the hedge clippers at the same time I hear a scuffle to my right, my body going tense. The scuffle comes again, but I refuse to turn the torch light that way. If I can’t see it, it doesn’t exist, right?

      My heart jumps into my throat as I lunge forward on instinct. My fingers brush the clipper’s handle when I’m snatched back, my scream filling the basement. I’m thrown to the floor, the torch scattering out of my hand to illuminate a pair of basic black pumps standing before me. The edges of an orange jumpsuit make me frown, but I’m dragged up by my hair before the thought can fully register. Having grabbed the torch as well, the figure lights his face from below and my blood freezes in my veins.

      I know this man. I’ll never forget his face, it’s haunted my dreams and fuelled my waking nightmares for the past seven years. I don’t need to see through the shadows to know there is a tattoo above his left eyebrow, displaying the very word he must be embodying: Wrath. I briefly forget about the grip on my hair along with forgetting how to breathe, until he heaves me up against the wall.

      “Do you know what I really hate?” he asks. His hair is cropped short, tattoos spilling out of his open jumpsuit. There’s a smile still plastered across his face like it was every single day I sat in the courtroom, watching him laugh through his trial for killing my husband. I’m repulsed that his hands are on me, and even more disgusted that my spell has brought him here. “I hate heroes, and I hate happy endings.”

      “Yeah? Well I fucking hate you.” Using some unknown strength I suddenly find, I grasp onto the torch in his hand and shove it upright, smashing into his nose with an ungodly crack. His grip on me slackens, but his laughter follows me as I duck and run, blindly feeling for the stairs.

      “You know what, maybe this will work out after all. You’re nothing like the quivering waif I remember.” I trip over something in the centre of the floor, the sound of plastic hitting the concrete as I scramble onwards. My feet slip out from beneath me, flumes hitting me with the harshness of a physical slap. Thick liquid seeps into my sweatpants and slows my movements. Fuck, gasoline.

      “Do you need a light down there? I’m sure there’ll be a lighter somewhere in your camping supplies.” His voice fades further into the basement along with the torch’s light, spurring me to move. I slip and slide, flailing for my life in the direction a quick flash of the torch showed me. The stairs. Hitting the bottom step, I wriggle out of my pants and run up the stairs, hearing Envy groan and an ‘aha’ from down below. My oiled fingers can’t grasp the lock, tears spilling onto my cheeks.

      With all the desperation I can conjure, I manage to twist the lock and fall into the kitchen, rushing to kick the door shut behind me. Panting and crying simultaneously, I scramble backwards until I bump into a pair of legs. Flinching, I spin to see Sloth slowly crouching down with the plant pot in his hand. I try to lurch away, but a pair of hands grip me, holding my head in place as a tear drops into the pot.

      “Six times completes the bond, you’re ours for eternity now,” Gluttony chuckles. I manage to twist out of his hold, looking up in horror at the meat thermometer still sticking out of his neck. The confusion in my face makes him laugh hard, a true maniac coming to life before my eyes.

      “B-but there’s seven sins,” I stutter, my head spinning.

      “Oh Sweet Cheeks, haven’t you figured it out yet? You are Greed, and always have been. It’s your sin that called to us and brought us all here.” I don’t give myself the chance to understand his words, knocking the pot aside and running as it shatters on the kitchen floor. I have to get out of here. Rounding the counter, I latch onto the sliding glass door, but I don’t get the chance to push it open.

      A body collides with mine, throwing me into the dining table and knocking the air from my lungs. I collapse on the floor, my back screaming in agony, my lungs unable to inhale fully. I’m hyperventilating, panic rising as my miserable life flashes before my eyes. Why was I so focused on not being alone, why would I go to a witch of all places? I could have at least tried a bar first if the outcome was homicidal maniacs anyway.

      A hand wraps around my throat, lifting me too easily and slamming me onto the dining table. Wrath’s muddy brown eyes are waiting for me, his grin wide as he sparks the lighter in his other hand. I flop my head to the side, resigning to my fate. I’m Greed, a deadly sin and I asked for this.

      “Save the juicy bits for me,” I hear Gluttony say, the smooth metal of his butcher's      knife running up the inside of my bare thigh. A sharp sting gives way to the worst pain I’ve ever felt, a devastating burn that has my back arched off the table and steals a scream from my throat. I feel the knife work its way into my flesh, Wrath holding me in place and watching my gut-wrenching cries with amusement. It feels like it goes on forever, but I know it was merely seconds, the sensation remaining after the knife and slice of my thigh has been removed.

      My eyes grow heavy, my consciousness waning. I can’t make out the words being spoken over me, a vicious sweat covering my brow. My throat is too raw to swallow, my mind too fried to focus. There’s a fire spreading within me until I can’t tell where the pain is igniting from because my entire body hurts. It hurts so much, my last satisfaction can only be taken from stealing theirs and resigning from life right now.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Wrath shakes me roughly, bringing me back to the room. I groan, desperately trying to sink back into oblivion when a voice jars me awake for good.

      “I did it! I fixed it!” Following the voice, I see Lust rushing towards me and immediately wished I hadn’t. He’s completely naked, still covered in blood with what looks like my purple vibrator gaffer-taped into the hole where his cock should be. Despite his pastiness, he’s smiling widely, switching on the vibrating function and asking Wrath to step aside. I struggle with the various holds on me, the pain in my thigh bursting to life once more.

      I turn my head and vomit all over the table, the vibrating sound echoing through my skull and a hand tightening on my throat making me choke. On my last breath, I scrunch my eyes shut and pray for the sweet release of death to take me as a light explodes behind my eyelids.
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      What the hell just happened?! I blink my eyes open, quickly scanning the small hut around me. A book lays in my lap, the image of the witch staring up at me from the cover. There’s a lit pumpkin in her lap, the black cat, the small crow, the grimoire in her blackened hand. It’s all there. Candles flickering all around draw me back to my surroundings, a swirling breeze shifting my hair slightly. Trinkets clink together in the overhead nets, the portrait of a wrinkled old woman staring at me with a knowing smile.

      I try to move, but I’m frozen in place, my mind reeling with questions and confusion. Opposite me is the witch in all of her youthful glory, her transparent eyes trained on me. I raise my eyebrow, opening my mouth to ask what’s happening when the crow hops down onto the floor. I can’t fight against my eyes following his fluttering wings and the soft patter      of feet, his beak planting the strands of my hair into the plant pot sitting between us. On the inside, however, I’m screaming for him to stop.

      “It’s no use,” a voice echoes inside my head. My body automatically leans forward to watch the crow with interest, the voice continuing to speak. “A new reader has opened your story, and so the tale starts again. Let’s hope we get to the ending of your book-worthy harem this time.” I can feel the heat of the witch’s stare on me, my brain piecing together the words of her demonic tone. My gut rolls, my heart hammering, but on the outside, I’m the image of composure. If anything, the thrumming of my body is from excitement, not fear.

      “It’s a cage,” I say out loud, looking back to her at last with a smile gracing my lips. The cage of my orange hair stands tall and proud, currently empty. Please no. With a flourish of her hand, the witch opens the front door as my signal to leave.

      “Take the pot home and water it daily with your tears. While your roots take root, as will your harem’s bond. Forget to, and the bond shall wither. Once the bond is complete, it is irreversible.”

      I try to fight against my own legs, straining to remain seated, but it’s no use. Hopping up with the pot clasped in my hands, I make my way to the porch. Dread is simmering inside me, the deep rooted fear I’m accustomed to seeping further into my bones. I can’t do this again, not again! I quickly spin as the door slams in my face.

      “Thank you!” I shout through the wood, dying on the inside as I hug the pot to my chest. My feet are suddenly moving, my thoughts drifting away to let the excitement set in. In fact, with every step I take, I can’t remember anything other than the spell. Holy shit, my days of being alone are over, the next chapter of my life is about to begin! I need to get home and prepare for my men to arrive. I’m halfway down the street when I realise I’ve left my book behind, but figure I won’t be needing it now.
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      Nothing good ever happens at the tavern on a Friday night. I know this. Everyone knows this. So why, pray tell, did I agree to this completely foolish excursion? The answer, of course, is for Kami. It's always for Kami. Admittedly, my judgement is never completely sound when it comes to my best friend, and unfortunately for me, all she seems to do is drag us into trouble, forever counting on me to drag us back out of it.

      "Kami, come on, we need to get going," I tell her, wrapping a hand around her arm in preparation to remove her by force, if need be. The drunken idiot that's been attached to her face for the better part of an hour finally disentangles himself from her lips long enough to shoot me a drunken glare.

      Boy, if looks could kill.

      "She's busy, girlie. She's not going anywhere," he grumbles, his words slurring slightly. His eyes widen as he takes me in, his glare vanishing long enough to give me an appreciative once over, lingering a tad too long on my chest before meeting my chocolate brown eyes.

      "Although, it's not too late for you to join us honey," he tells me, his mouth moving to form what he likely believes to be a charming smile. I suppress a shudder at the sight. Now, I have been known to have a bit of an attitude problem, stemming from a rather short temper, but even I'm smart enough to know not to anger one of the King's soldiers. Especially not when, from the brief glance I got at the mark on the back of his neck, he appears to be one of the prince’s personal guards. He’s probably to visit his family for the weekend, flexing his newfound status and his new home in the capital to lure poor unsuspecting girls into their bed.

      Girls just like Kami.

      As much as I would love to beat his annoying, drunken ass, I know better than to start a fight on the night of a full moon. And I especially know better than to start a fight with a soldier on any night. So, with those thoughts in mind, I reluctantly shove down my indignation at his patronizing tone and unwelcome advances and give the drunk moron my most dazzling smile. I watch as his eyes glaze over, completely enraptured, and my smile widens.

      "That's such a kind offer, but once again, I'm going to have to decline. My friend and I have to leave now, and you’re kindly going to let us go," I tell him, in a sweet but firm tone. Using perhaps a bit too much of my considerable strength, I yank Kami up from her seat, catching her as she stumbles into me, before setting her to rights. She offers me a wan smile, clearly more than a little tipsy herself, and I roll my eyes at her, praying that she isn't so drunk I'll have to support her weight for the entire  twenty-minute walk home. The odds aren't looking too good right now. The drunken soldier is still sitting looking dazed, gazing at me with complete adoration. Crap. I didn't think my smile would have this much wattage. The moon's influence is stronger than I thought it would be tonight. I glance towards his soldier friends nervously, breathing a small sigh of relief to find them all laughing and drinking merrily, none of them taking any notice of us at present. I hastily make my way towards the exit, dragging a barely respondent Kami behind me, when, suddenly, she yanks on my arm, bringing me to a halt.

      What the hell?

      I turn to glare at her, tired of her drunken antics and more than ready to get back home to the twins, when I notice her gesturing frantically towards the table we just vacated, trying to drag me back.

      “Celine, wait! I need to go get my bag! It's under my chair and has my keys and my rations for the week!" She hisses, and I groan in frustration. Dammit! It's always something with her.

      "Stay right here, do you understand? Do not move." I tell her.  She nods, mumbling incoherently under her breath. I leave her leaning against the wall whilst I walk back to the table to grab her bag, praying I won't be noticed. Praying that I can avoid trouble. I should have remembered that my prayers are never answered. I reach the table and thankfully, the bag is still there, untouched. I reach under the chair to pick it up when a large, calloused hand closes around my wrist. Well, so much for going unnoticed. I follow the hand up to a large, hairy arm attached to an even larger man with a bald head, long red beard and beady green eyes tinged red from the effects of alcohol.

      "Now, where are you off to girly?" He asks, his foul breath wafting up into my nose. I cringe slightly, but recover quickly, hoping he didn't notice. His eyes narrow and he clasps my wrist tighter.

      He noticed.

      "I'm going home. I just came over to collect something my friend had forgotten, but we’ll be on our way now." I try to inject some cheer into my voice whilst keeping my power at bay, smiling brightly at the unpleasant man who currently has my wrist in a death grip. It's starting to become rather unbearable, actually. I turn my head discreetly, checking on Kami and find her staring at me, eyes wide, all traces of drunkenness gone. I shake my head minutely, begging her with my eyes not to intervene. I turn back to my captor as he yanks me towards his chest. The first few tendrils of fear creep across my back, a cold sweat breaking out leaving a few droplets of condensation dripping down the back of my blouse.

      "What did you do to our Artie?" He asks, bringing his face level with mine. I discreetly try to wriggle out of his hold, uncomfortable with how close our bodies are and horrified at his body's growing reaction to our proximity. "Nothing," I snarl, giving up on trying to maintain the seem sweet and unassuming persona. "I did nothing to him. He's just drunk. Anyone can see that," I say gesturing wildly towards Artie with my free hand. Unfortunately I find that he is still sitting in the exact same position, staring at me with the same dopey smile on his face, hazel eyes completely glazed over.

      Well, fuck.

      By this point, Kami’s finally managed to shake off her stupor and her infamous Asmira rage is beginning to show. Something I really do not have the time or energy to deal with right now. She stalks over to us, ignoring my pleading glances and promptly proceeds to smack the bald-headed giant on the side of his extremely large, bald head. I gape at her in shock, half battling down a nervous giggle threatening to escape. Baldy seems comically surprised by the assault, and for one brief second everything is silent.  You could hear a pin drop in the entire tavern. It seems as though everyone is watching, with bated breath, waiting to see what happens next.

      Then all hell breaks loose.

      Baldy drops my arm and roughly shoves me away from him in order to backhand Kami sharply across the face. She falls to the ground, landing hard on her knees and I see blood smeared across her bottom lip and chin as she raises her head. I glance as the crimson trail of blood steadily trickles from the cut on her lip. The time for playing nice is over. I briefly look around to check no one is paying attention to me, relieved to find everyone’s gaze trained on Baldy and Kami. I allow my short, perfectly manicured nails to elongate into sharp deadly points, as tough and cold as steel and sharper than any knife. I look down in satisfaction then head quickly over to baldy as he lifts his hand in preparation for another strike. Taking him by surprise, I kick him in the groin, waiting until he drops forward in pain, then use my claws to carve four long yet purposefully shallow gashes on his face, directly across his right eye. He howls in agony, falling completely to the floor as utter chaos follows. I quickly sheathe my claws before anyone has a chance to notice them, grab Kami -and her stupid bag- then sprint for the door. After sprinting full out for several minutes, I allow us to slow to a jog, then a brisk walk before finally stopping to check on Kami. I turn towards her, gently taking her face into my hands and closely examining her face. Thankfully, it’s just a split lip, the bleeding has already stopped and the cut is beginning to clot. She'll be fine in a week or so, not even a scar to show for it. Especially since her mother is an apothecary witch with a thriving apothecary store.

      She’ll be fine.

      Still, I do feel compelled to ask, "Are you alright?"

      She attempts to give me a cheerful smile but the effort causes her to wince in pain, her smile quickly turning into a grimace. I feel a somewhat sick sense of satisfaction.

      Serves her right.

      "Yeah, I'm fine, this is nothing. I’ve had worse," she tells me, shrugging it off with a wink. I huff out a non committal noise and steadily increase my walking speed, turning my back on her.

      "Oh come on, you're not gonna give me the cold shoulder are you? Over this?" she asks me incredulously. "It's no big deal! Those guys are so trashed they'll barely even remember what happened, let alone be willing to admit that two girls got one over on them" she tells me laughing, almost sprinting to catch up with me. Five foot six and five foot nine doesn't seem like a very big height difference, but when I’m using my long legs to my speed away from my best friend and the fountain of idiotic words she’s sprouting, the difference is far more apparent. I let her chase me for a little while, listening to her grumble about how I'm overreacting and it's ‘not that big of a deal’ before I finally reach my limit and come to a dead stop, Kami crashing into my back.

      "Ow, what the hell, Celine?" She demands angrily, rubbing her forehead as she scowls petulantly at me.

      "What do you mean, ‘what the hell?’ What do you mean, 'Oh, it's no big deal'? Kami, we just assaulted one of the King's soldiers. That isn't just a ‘big deal’, that's a freaking huge deal. What the hell were you thinking? No, let me answer that for you. You weren't thinking. Didn't you see the idiot you were sucking face with had the goddamn mark of a prince's freaking guard!?" I shriek, my voice raising several octaves. "Kami," I begin again, my voice turning grave. "You'd better hope that they're too hungover or too embarrassed to remember us come morning, or we're screwed. Worse than screwed." I look into her dazzling forest green eyes and let her see the fear I've been hiding beneath the anger.  Despite the fact that tonight’s actions may show otherwise, Kami isn't actually stupid. We've been friends since we were little girls. She knows that I have a secret. She knows that I’m more than just the simple herbology witch that I’ve been masquerading as since we were kids. She knows that whatever I’m hiding, it's something so dangerously bad that I can't tell even her, my best and, truthfully, only friend. I think a part of her may even suspect just what it is. She’s never pushed me to tell her and we never talk about it, but either way, she knows enough that she's always tried to protect me, in her own special way. Seeing the fear in my eyes now, I see her finally stop to think about just how much we both messed up tonight. She chews on her lower lip, the side that isn’t split, before moving forward to tuck an errant strand of hair behind my ear before wrapping me in a tight hug. Enveloped in her warm embrace, I take a deep breath, inhaling her familiar scent of citrus fruits and lavender shampoo and feel myself calming.

      "I'm so sorry. You’re right, this was stupid. I know you and your sisters have your full moon thing and you didn't even want to come out tonight. I should have gone when you first asked," she murmurs, gently combing through my hair with her fingers as she speaks. I let out a long sigh and extricate myself from her embrace. As much as I'd like to pin the entirety of the blame on her, I know some of it was my fault. I shouldn't have let myself get into a potentially confrontational situation, especially on a night like tonight, and yet I agreed to accompany Kami to The Seafarer Tavern, which is guaranteed to have at least one drunken confrontation on a Friday night.

      "It's okay Kam, it's both of our faults. Let's just go home and get some rest okay? Maybe we'll even laugh about it in the morning," I say hooking my arm through hers and resuming the walk back home.

      "Well, that guy's face was pretty comical when you hit him in the balls," she snorts, the sound of her laughter like a balm for my soul. I laugh with her, remembering how it felt to finally let my claws out to play after so long, my smile widening and steps bouncing with joy. I suppose I should be horrified at how happy I am to have drawn blood. To have caused that soldier pain. But I'm not. I'm not even remotely remorseful. All I can think about is how much I hope I have the opportunity to do it again. And soon.
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      I say goodbye to Kami as I reach the beach house, hers being the one closest to mine, one of only three houses on this side of the beach. I let myself in and walk quietly through the living room, meandering through the countless toys and art supplies strewn haphazardly across the floor. The twins are lying curled up together on the couch, fast asleep, Mrs Asmira sits softly snoring beside them. I smile at the sight, feeling reluctant to wake them. I bend down and gently shake Mrs Asmira awake. She blinks up at me sleepily, smiling when she sees me, before flushing slightly at getting caught napping on the job. As if I'd ever be bothered. Mrs Asmira has been a lifesaver these past few years, I have no idea how we’d have survived without her help. Especially when it comes to raising the girls. She's almost like a mother to us- something I barely remember having. I look at the girls, wondering if they have any memories of our mother at all. The thought makes my heart ache.

      "Hey Mrs Asmira, thanks so much for watching the twins. Kami and I just got back, but I'm pretty sure she'll already be snoring by the time you get back," I tell her softly, trying not to wake up the girls just yet.

      "Sonya," she corrects me, as she always has for as long as I've known her. "And honestly, it's never a bother! They're such sweet girls, and so much better behaved than you and Kami were at their age!" She whispers to me with a wink. I stifle a laugh, briefly reminiscing about all the moronic things Kami talked me into doing when we were kids. Well, she's not wrong. I walk her to the door and envelope her in a huge hug as she leaves.

      "I'll be around early tomorrow morning to do some work around the house, as promised," I tell her, reluctant to let her go and have her leave with me with my anxious thoughts.

      “Get some rest Marceline, have a lie in. The housework will be there when you wake up,” she tells me, tucking an errant strand of hair behind my ear. I roll my eyes at her, flushing slightly, secretly pleased at her display of motherly affection.

      “It's just Celine, please” I tell her, knowing she'll ignore my request as thoroughly as I do hers. “And I can sleep when I’m dead.” She just laughs at me, shaking her head, before making her way across the short distance to her house. I wait at the door until I can see she’s gotten back safely, then continue to linger until I see all of the lights in the house go out. I sigh in relief before heading back over to the twins and gently shaking them awake. Predictably, Melisande is the first to stir, stretching and mumbling softly as she wakes. She looks up at me, her stunning turquoise eyes are bright and alert immediately. She offers me a wide smile as she sits up, excitement brightening her stunning features.

      “Is it time?” She asks, eagerly.

      “As soon as we can find a way to wake your sister up, it will be,” I tell her, laughing as she immediately turns to the task of waking Marissa - though with a lot less gentleness than my attempt.

      “Wake up dummy!” She yells. Mari swats her away, groaning.

      “Screech much?” She complains. She sits up, stretching slowly, glaring at Mel before spotting me.

      “Celine!” She cries, throwing her arms around me, crushing me with her loving death grip.

      “I need to breathe Mari,” I laugh, patting her on the arm. She lets me go but slides her small hand into mine, giving me a firm squeeze. I run a hand through her gorgeous black curls, which are currently in a state of wild disarray after her nap, and reach for Mari with my other hand. “Let's go girls. We don’t have a lot of time. Keep hold of my hands, and don’t make a sound. You know the drill,” I tell them as I lead them to the back of the house to a secluded, well hidden part of the beach that we frequent. We silently remove our shoes and clothes, folding them neatly and placing them on a nearby large rock. When we’re all undressed, standing in only our underwear, I give my sisters a reassuring nod, grab their hands once more and lead them into the sea. The second my feet touch the water, I feel a deep sense of relief and happiness. I look to the twins to see a similar expression of joy and relief on their sweet faces. I whisper the transformation words to the ocean and the moon and sigh audibly as I feel my transformation begin to take over. I twist a lock of silky hair around my finger and watch as my long ash brown waves change to waist length midnight blue curls. My chocolate brown eyes burn slightly as they change from brown to a dark, yet vibrant purple. My short, well kept nails grow to sharp, deadly claws, my legs tingle sending small but sharp bursts of pain shooting from my hips to toes until my entire lower body is awash in agony as my transformation completes. I look at my sisters and see them staring, starry eyed, as they watch. Mel sighs as a look of envy crosses her face.

      “What’s it like?” she asks, quietly.

      “What’s what like?” I counter, swimming closer.

      “What’s it like having to hide who you are?” She whispers, the pain in her eyes causing a fissure to appear in my heart. I look at her carefully, wondering at the question.

      “You know what it’s like, Mel. You have to hide who you are too. We all do,” I say, including Mari in the conversation.

      “Yeah but it’s not the same. We’re only sea witches. And I know that it’s incredibly dangerous, that we’ll be captured, imprisoned and probably killed if we’re caught. But you’re not just a sea witch like us and mom,” she says reverently, the look of awe returning to her face. “You’re unique, one of a kind. There’s nobody like you. You’re amazing,” she gushes, her tone and mixture of reverence and envy.

      “You’re amazing. I don’t have to tell you how incredibly rare sea witches are after the king's purge. And I know you’ve not awakened yet, but your powers are already so strong. So far beyond my own powers as a sea witch. And I’m so jealous of you, that you know exactly who you are and what your place is in this world. That one day the both of you are going to come into your full powers and take over for mom and take your rightful place as the leaders of the coven. A coven that wants nothing to do with me, the hybrid, the bastard. My mothers greatest shame,” I say, hearing the bitterness overtaking my voice and yet being powerless to stop it. The girls swim towards me, their eyes glowing in the moonlight, and they throw their arms around my neck, burying my face in kisses.

      “Mom loved you, you know that. She left the coven for you,” They murmur, soothing me. I smile, hugging them back. My beautiful little sisters, the girls I’d die for, do anything for. They’re my responsibility to care for and yet here they are, trying to take care of me. We may not share a father, but they’ll never be my half anything. They’re my sisters and they’re my life and if hiding in this dull little town, hiding who we are and what we can do is what keeps them safe then I will do it. For them.

      “Come on now girls, tonight is a full moon. Why are we crying and getting all sad? You’re supposed to be the fun sisters,” I tease, splashing water in their direction. They squeal and splash back, giggling noisily.

      “Shhh,” I remind them, glancing around reflexively.

      “It’s okay Celine. Nobody ever comes out here. You’re right, this is our time to have fun and enjoy the moon,” Melisande tells me, jumping up to bump her hip with mine.

      “Yeah, besides, the loudest thing out here is your hair,” Mari teases, sticking her tongue out at me whilst Mel makes a poor attempt to catch her giggles in her hand.

      “Oh yeah? Just wait. I’m going to save up and take a trip to an alchemist just to buy a potion to turn your hair bright orange,” I tease.

      “Well luckily for us, all bright colors suit our wonderfully brown complexion,” Mari informs me, tossing her wet curls behind her shoulder, effectively hitting Mel in the face. I smother a laugh at the look of indignation on her face.

      “I can’t argue with that,” I say smiling, “You’re already too beautiful for your own good as it is”. Mel swims towards me and slides her small arm around my waist.

      “High praise from the most beautiful girl in our village,” She says with a wink. We continue to swim leisurely and bask in the glow of the full moon until the girls’ fingers and toes start to prune. It’s almost impossible to drag them back home, but, eventually, I’m able to rustle them home and put them to bed with promises of strawberry flan in the morning. With the girls asleep at last, and the influence of the moon beginning to fade, I’m left alone to worry over my thoughts until I finally fall into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I’m startled awake by obnoxiously loud, rather insistent, knocking. I’m immediately on alert. The only people who come to visit us these days are Kami and her mother, and both of them have a key. I leap out of bed, quickly throwing on an oversized hoodie and pair of shorts, before running towards the twins’ rooms. I almost run into them, standing wide eyed and frightened outside of my door.

      “Celine, I think those are soldiers,” Mari tells me, uncharacteristically serious for once. Mel stares up at me, fear causing her turquoise eyes to pool with water, making them appear larger and bluer in color.

      “Why are there soldiers banging on our door?” she asks me, her voice barely above a whisper. I take each of their hands in mine and squeeze them tight.

      “I don't know girls, but I'm sure it’s some type of mistake or misunderstanding. I’m going to go and see what they want, but I need you to go back to bed now. Go to your room and don’t make a single sound. Don’t come out until me or Mrs Asmira come to get you okay? I need you to promise me, okay?”

      The girls nod fervently at me, their whole bodies shaking along with their heads. I envelope them both into a hug, somewhere within me knowing that this is going to be the last hug I give them for a very very long time. I disentangle myself from their embrace and shove them none too gently towards their room, making sure they scurry inside and lock the door before finally making my way downstairs and towards the door.

      "You have five seconds to open the door or we will break it down, by the order of the crown," a deep gravelly voice bellows from behind the door. Just as he begins his ominous countdown, I unlock the door and swing it open, only to almost get punched in the face by a large meaty fist that was preparing to bang on my door once again.

      "Woah there," I shout, holding my hands up placatingly in front of me.

      "Please, no need to get violent sir, I was just opening the door. I was out late last night and was in a deep sleep. I didn't hear you knocking. I'm sorry to have kept you waiting," I tell him, smiling my prettiest smile and using my most soothing voice. The effect isn't as good as usual, considering I've only just woken up, but I know that it's enough to placate him, to make him stare at me lustfully. Yikes. I dial my smile back a bit, vividly remembering the effects of last night, but I feel confident because  it's no longer a full moon and I have yet to brush my teeth. "How may I help you, sir?" I ask him, my worst fears confirmed when I see that he's wearing none other than the uniform of the Prince's personal guard.

      Crap.

      All of my secret hoping and wishing that this had nothing to do with last night is crushed. There is only one reason that a member of our esteemed Prince Aiden's royal guard would be showing up at my house in the early hours of the morning. The large man pushes his way past me into my home, a shorter, older soldier with a much kinder face follows behind him.

      My stomach drops.

      " Are you Miss Marceline Delecourt?" The larger of the two asks me. For a brief moment I consider lying, but I know that will get me nowhere good and fast. This is simply a formality. They know exactly who I am.

      "Yes, I'm Celine," I reply, trying to keep my voice even and steady, wringing my hands together so they don't see them shake. I won't show any weakness. Not in front of these men.

      "Marceline Delecourt, we are placing you under arrest by the order of King Charles Ordren, for the offence of assaulting a member of a prince's guard. We will take you to the capital, where you shall be tried and sentenced. We are to leave immediately. You may have fifteen minutes to get changed into suitable travel clothing and make any necessary calls and arrangements for the children in your care. Use your time wisely, Miss Delecourt. We will be leaving in fifteen minutes and you will be coming with us," The larger one says with a tone very much resembling boredom. A flicker of rage shoots through me before I freeze. Melisande and Marissa. I cannot let anything happen to Melisande and Marissa. If they get put into the system, the goddess only knows what would happen. There is a very strong possibility that I would never see them again and I can't allow that to happen. I fought so hard to keep my sisters with me, together, as a family. There is no way I can let us get split up now. Not over this. Instead of allowing myself to descend into rage or, worse, panic, I bolt up the stairs to grab the girls. There is absolutely no way I'm squandering my last fifteen minutes with them in god knows how long. I mean, arrested? I knew last night would come back to bite us in the ass, but I didn't expect this. Not so soon. Not to such extremes.

      I barge into the girls' unlocked room and pause as I look into their horrified faces.

      They heard everything.

      They rush toward me, wrapping their arms around my waist.

      "Don't go," Mari tells me seriously. "Don't go with them. Let's just sneak out and run away. We've done it before, right? We can do it again! It will be okay." Mel nods in agreement beside her, gripping my hand tightly in hers. I remove my hand from hers gently, taking a step back from them, eyes watering.

      "Girls, please pack your bags. We are not running like we’re criminals with something to hide. I did nothing wrong. This is all just a big misunderstanding. I need you to stay with Mrs Asmira, until it gets sorted out, okay?" Mel can't even speak, her shoulders shaking with silent tears. Marissa just stares at me with a look of determined fury.

      "You know, mum said she would be right home too. She promised that she'd be right back, with dad, and that we'd be a family again. But she didn't. Now they're both gone and you're all we have left. If you leave, we will have no one. There will be no one. What will happen to us then, huh?" She shrieks at me in a hushed whisper. I reel back, surprised at the sheer amount of venom coming from her, the anger and rage. This isn't my sweet Marissa.

      "Listen to me and listen carefully. Both of you. I do not want to leave you, okay? I don’t. But those soldiers down there? They mean business. They will take what they came for. I'm grateful they're allowing me this very short and precious time to say goodbye, get you to pack your things and take you over to Mrs Asmira and Kami, okay. You know they're going to take amazing care of you until I get back. And I will come back. And Marissa? I put my entire life on hold again and again to take care of you. To feed you and clothe you and love you and I never complain because I don't mind. I would do anything for you girls because I love you. I love you more than anything in this world. My sisters, my wards, whatever you want to label yourselves as, you're my family, my heart and my life and I will come back for you. So, the sooner you move your butts and pack your stuff, the sooner I can come back." Mari nods, having the good graces to look apologetic. She gives my hand a quick squeeze before following Mel to go pack. Whilst I have this few minutes of reprieve, I decide to take the time to truly freak out and hyperventilate.

      How in the hell am I going to get out of this one? How in the hell did they even find me so quickly?

      Well, at least that question was easy to answer. The King's seer. She would have easily been able to scry for me. But if she saw me, why didn't she tell him what I am?

      Can she just not see that? Or is there something else at play here?

      The thought makes my stomach sink, making me feel even more frightened than I already was. More frightened than I’ve desperately pretended not to be. I’m under no illusions that this is a very bad situation, and it’s not going to be as simple as I told the girls for me to get out of. I  have to be extra vigilant. And whatever it takes, I have to make it back for the girls. There's no question about it, I'm all they have left, and frankly, aside from Kami, they're all I have too.

      Oh crap, Kami!

      I race to the nearest window and pull back the curtains. Sure enough, I see Kami being hauled from her home, kicking and screaming as only she would be dumb enough to do. I spot Mrs Asmira crying silently on the porch, shoulders shaking, watching helplessly. My already fractured heart breaks even further. Then I spot what Kami is actually being dragged towards and my jaw drops.  I gawp. A limousine?

      For prisoners?

      I’ve never actually seen a limousine in person before. I doubt anyone in our district has. I doubt anyone in any of the districts -barr the capitol- has seen one in person. And here one is, just outside our beautiful but modest beachfront house, ready to whisk us away to the elusive capitol. All because those pretentious asshats of soldiers can't bear to travel just a few hours outside of the capital in anything less than utter luxury. Those idiots are everything that’s wrong with this country.

      Well, no, that’s not fair.

      But they definitely contribute to a large part of the problems. In this instance, however, I'm not complaining. I’ve never ridden in a limousine before, but from what I hear, It's way better than a horse and carriage. Like, way way better. Shame I'm having my first experience as a prisoner though.

      I take this reprieve of the girls being able to pack their things to run to my room and grab a few items. I personally won’t be allowed to bring a bag, considering my status as a prisoner and all, however I am able to change out of my pajamas and stuff some small effects into wherever I can hide them. I'll only be searched for weapons and contraband and I know where I can hide a few small, undetectable things that I'll need. I hastily peel off my pajamas, keeping conscious of the time as I have absolutely no doubt those soldiers will stay true to their word and drag me kicking and screaming into the limousine. I snort. A limousine.

      Nope, still not over it.

      After rooting around in my drawers for a few moments, I finally find what I'm looking for. My mothers dark blue diamond and pearl hair comb, my aunt Astrid's teal blue moissanite ring and her be-spelled ink pen. I put all three items in a small velvet pouch, planning to tuck them in one of the hidden compartments in my favorite (and ridiculously expensive) black corset.  Essential hideable items found, I'm feeling more confident about facing my trial. I know I'm going to need everything at my disposal to get out of this. That being said, I decide to accentuate my best assets, and blend into the capitol by dressing as close as I can to the capitol’s style of fashion. I grab my favorite, comfiest, faux leather trousers, the aforementioned black leather corset and a loose white blouse that I plan to put on underneath. I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard. I take my clothes to the bathroom, wash up and get dressed in record time, grabbing a pair of relatively clean looking black ankle socks and my black high heeled boots on my way out of the door. The twins stand waiting for me downstairs, bags packed and at their feet, their faces wiped clean of tears and their heads held high. A rush of pride for them makes my heart swell. “Come on girls, I'll walk you over. You’ll be safe at Mrs Asmira’s house, okay? As soon as you get there you go straight inside and lock the door. Do not watch from the windows, do not do anything until Mrs Asmira tells you too. Okay?” I ask, looking at each of them earnestly. They give me barely perceptible nods that I take as confirmation before marching them out of the door, choosing to ignore the king’s soldiers currently flanking us. We don’t have to walk far to find Mrs Asmira, still sobbing, staring forlornly at the black limousine holding Kami. I crane my neck to see if I can catch Kami’s attention but the windows are completely blacked out.

      “Mrs Asmira?” I say softly, approaching her slowly. She doesn’t seem to be aware of my approach, cradling her head in her hands and sobbing.

      “Sonya?” I say a little louder. She lifts her head, looking at me with dark green eyes filled with despair.

      “Marceline? Oh, honey,” she says, collapsing into my arms and sobbing.

      I turn my head to whisper in her ear. “Listen, Kami and I are in a little bit of trouble. I’m going to do everything I can to get us out of it. But I need you to take care of the twins. Just until I get back. Can you do that for me? Please? I swear I’ll take care of Kami. Just take care of the twins”.

      “You don’t even have to ask, Celine. You know I’ll care for them like my own.”

      “I know. I’m going to fix this,” I swear. “It’s going to be okay.”
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      The two soldiers shove me unceremoniously into the back of the limousine, causing me to land ,rather ungracefully, halfway into Kami’s lap. I consider snapping at them in my anger but I’m just grateful not to be handcuffed, and can’t help grinning slightly, when I notice that Kami is. Not just handcuffed but wearing a partially see through but otherwise unflattering long white nightgown. I look down to her shoeless feet and see that she’s wearing the fluffy pink socks that I spent a small fortune to have delivered from the capitol for her for her birthday.

      Well, at least her feet won’t be cold.

      I’m doubly grateful that I cooperated and was given a chance to get my affairs in order.

      “Can’t just go down quietly, huh?” I ask her, offering a somewhat watery grin. She gives me a scathing look before turning her head away in mock indignation.

      “Do you actually know me at all?” She replies with a huff, going to flick her hair behind her shoulder before remembering too late that she's handcuffed and awkwardly bopping herself on the cheek. I laugh out loud, not bothering to hide it from the four soldiers glaring at us. I find myself selfishly grateful that she’s here beside me. We’ve always been stronger together. I look to the soldiers accompanying us, taking this opportunity to thoroughly check them out. The larger of the soldiers who came to collect me sits on my left. He looks to be about my age, tall, muscular, with bronze skin, closely cropped dark hair, stormy grey eyes and a face that would actually be painfully handsome if not for the seemingly permanent scowl etched onto his face. The shorter soldier with the kind face sits directly across from me. He looks to be in his early to mid thirties, with a lean but muscular frame. He has a neatly trimmed dark brown beard that gives him a ruggedly handsome look, as well as warm brown eyes that crinkle at the sides when he offers me a sympathetic smile. I fight a blush at having been caught staring and move my attention to the two soldiers who had been given the unfortunate task of retrieving Kami.They look similar enough that you can instantly tell they’re brothers. Both stunningly handsome with sun kissed skin, exceptionally broad shoulders, curly golden locks and gorgeous emerald green eyes.

      Damn, I wouldn’t mind being a part of that sexy brother sandwich.

      Kami's voice startles me from my shameless perusal. “I don’t blame you for checking them out. Under different circumstances I’d be feasting on all the eye candy too. You know, if we weren’t being falsely accused and wrongfully imprisoned and stuff. But hey, at least when we get back home we’ll have a fun story to tell and we’ll be able to confirm the rumor's that the ‘looks requirement’ for the prince's guard is true,”  Kami tells me, purposely pitching her voice louder in the enclosed space. The brooding soldiers studiously ignore her, though I can swear I see one of the brothers’ lips twitch, fighting a smile. I, on the other hand, outright glare at her, completely exasperated with her attitude, and more than a little embarrassed at being called out for shamelessly staring.

      “Kami, look at your hands,” I say gesturing towards her current restrained state. “Look at where we are. For once in your life, can you not make a joke out of everything?" I snap.

      "What do you want me to do, Celine? What do you want me to say? This is the only way I know how to deal,'' She tells me in a small voice, all anger and bravado leaching from her posture, leaving behind a young woman, currently bound in a limousine, looking scared, alone and exhausted. I feel my own anger leave me, immediately replaced by guilt and empathy. I lean forward to wrap my arms around her, before I'm unceremoniously yanked back by the perpetually broody soldier to my left.  I turn to shoot him a glare which he steadily returns.

      "No hugging" he snaps, before returning to studiously ignoring us. I decide to take a page out of Kami's book and borrow a little of her bravado. "Hey, if you wanted one too, all you had to do was ask,'' I tell him in a sugary sweet voice, batting my eyelashes. Predictably, he just shoots me another glare and doesn’t bother to respond. Brute. I roll my eyes at him and gently link my fingers through Kami’s, carefully trying to avoid the cold bite of the metal handcuffs encasing her wrists. She sighs softly, dropping her head on my shoulder. The soldiers stir, shooting each other unhappy glances, but before they can open their mouths to complain, I preemptively pin them with a glare of my own.

      “Look, either let her sleep now or she’ll just piss you off the whole journey. We’re obviously not up to anything, you’re all right here, you can very clearly see us,” I snap. “Just let us be, okay?”

      Surprisingly, he does as I ask and just let’s us be. We make the rest of the journey to the King’s palace in silence. Nobody speaks or offers any information about what we’re to expect when we reach the palace. They’re so quiet I’m genuinely concerned as to whether or not they’re even breathing. Eventually, I find myself closing my eyes and following Kami into the land of sleep.

      What feels like mere seconds later, I’m being shaken awake - none too gently, I might add- by the perpetual grump to my left.

      “Get up. We’re here,”

      he tells me in his deep rumbling voice. I chastise myself for finding it even remotely attractive.

      These men are not sexy. They are not here for you to enjoy or toy with. They are soldiers. Soldiers who arrested you, no less!

      As if he can hear my thoughts, my moody little companion offers me a sardonic smirk that sets my treacherous little heart a-flutter, before grabbing my arm and dragging me out of the limousine as one of Kami’s guards does the same to her. He lets me go as soon as my feet hit the floor before storming off to the front of the limousine for something. I allow myself to take stock of my surroundings, my jaw immediately dropping. I snap it shut quickly before anyone can notice it, and focus my gaze on the gargantuan, gorgeous, completely ostentatious display of wealth that the King calls his palace. I have to give props to the little maniac; his palace is freaking stunning. Like, literally jaw dropping. My jaw legitimately dropped.

      Kami comes to stand beside me, slipping one of her cuffed hands through mine.

      “Well damn, I know we’re technically ‘arrested’ and ‘being brought into custody’ and everything but, I’ve gotta be honest here- this palace is pretty freaking awesome,” she breathes, her usual devil may care attitude and charming smile firmly back in place, but she can’t hide her wide eyes and awe filled voice. I roll my eyes at her, grinning, yet unable to refute her claims. She’s right. This place is awesome. Hell, I’d even consider selling my soul and becoming one of the King’s guards just for a chance to live here.

      I’m kidding, obviously.

      Well, mostly, anyway.
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        A man resorts to magic when an evil entity threatens his sanity then his life.

      

      

      Three years ago Cort O'Leary was the pride of his precinct at NYPD.

      After he watched his partner and lover die one terrible night, he sought a quieter life in rural New England. He thought he could run from his past, but nightmares about his lover's death have suddenly become more vivid.

      Worse, an evil entity - The Story Keeper - has used his sorrow as a conduit and intends to feed off his soul.

      The only thing that might save him is magic.
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        Maple Corners, Massachusetts

        Present Day
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      “Same as usual, Sarge?”

      Cort O’Leary nodded and pulled some bills out of his pocket.

      Millie, the girl who worked behind the counter of Haskell’s Cafe, shot him a come-hither look. Though she was pretty, he took no interest. Luck was never with him in matters of love. Better to leave amorous thoughts to the small town Lotharios who vied for her attention. She’d be better off and so would he. The only hot thing he wanted from the cafe was his damned chili. He worked out hard every week, just to enjoy this one meal.

      After making his purchase, he went outside and leaned against the side of his patrol car. The DEA-seized sports car was a perk the town had offered him to come and work in this out-of-the-way town. It was his to use as he saw fit, but the small interior wasn’t suitable for hauling prisoners. As it happened, he’d seldom had to arrest anyone. As bad as New York had been, his current address was the exact opposite.

      He carefully put his coffee cup on the hood, opened the carton containing his chili and was about to raise a greasy spoon of the thick stuff to his lips. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground with hot coffee pouring over the inside of one thigh and thick chili oozing down his clean, light-blue uniform shirt.

      “What the hell!” Cort swiped at the mess on his shirt. A figure bent over him and swayed.

      “So very s-sorry, old chap…must have l-lost m’balance a bit. Terribly clumsy of me.”

      “Mister, you just lost more than your balance.” Cort grimaced at the hiccupping, burping man standing over him.

      A drunk.

      If the older man’s difficulty in speaking hadn’t given him away, the smell of whiskey on his breath and his staggering certainly did. He jumped to his booted feet and winced as his uniform pants brushed the coffee burn on the inside of his thigh. “You picked the wrong guy to piss off, mister!”

      The drunkard held one hand over his mouth as he burped yet again. “M-My sincere apologies, dear fellow. I’m afraid I’m in me cups.”

      Cort glowered at the English-accented boozer, put his hands on his hips and glanced back down the street. It was late in the day and Flaherty’s Tavern had been open for several hours. Apparently, the stranger in town had found a way to quench his thirst and the staff at Flaherty’s hadn’t cared if the old guy got behind the wheel of a car or staggered out into traffic.

      “What’s your name?” Cort demanded as he pulled off his service cap and tossed it on the hood of his patrol car.

      “P-Pardon?” the man asked and swayed dangerously close to the curb. “I’m afraid my hearing isn’t what it should be.”

      Cort grabbed him by his coat sleeves and hauled him to a safer spot on the sidewalk, away from the street. “What is your name?” he repeated, enunciating each word clearly so the man could better understand.

      “Morbius…Morbius Nightshade at your service.” He bowed and almost stumbled again. “Always willing to oblige an officer of the law. A rather large officer, I must say.”

      “Morbius Nightshade? Yeah…right,” Cort said and snorted in disbelief. Even drunks could make up names. He’d heard a thousand of them and every alias he’d ever heard had been better than this one. “Do you have some identification, Mr. Nightshade?”

      “Course I do, my good man. S-Somewhere…let me see…”

      When Nightshade began to fumble in his pockets, Cort’s guard went up. His right hand crept toward his weapon and he silently unsnapped the holster. Even in Maple Corners, it was possible for bad things to happen. In confirmation of his thoughts, the man’s left hand fumbled with something in his coat pocket.

      As the older man drew out a wallet and it fell to the ground, a six-inch knife also fell out and landed at Cort’s feet. Instinctively, Cort gripped the butt of his semi-automatic and quickly withdrew it from his holster. “All right, mister. Don’t put your hands back in your pockets again. Keep ‘em where I can see ‘em.” He aimed his weapon at the guy and had the satisfaction of seeing Nightshade’s face go completely white.

      Cort pushed the fellow against a building. Then he restrained the older man’s hands with one of his own, holstered his weapon and cuffed the guy. He then conducted a thorough pat-down of his suspect which didn’t reveal any other ready weapons. Nightshade didn’t resist.

      “Please, my dear boy, I wouldn’t h-hurt a soul. The knife is just…just an old heirloom.”

      “Yeah, tell it to the judge,” Cort said before reciting the man’s rights. He was unsure whether Nightshade was sober enough to hear most of what was being said or understand it. That meant he’d have to recite the guy’s rights all over again, at some later time.

      When he was through, he pulled Nightshade toward the knife, held the man upright with one hand while carefully retrieving the weapon and the guy’s wallet from the sidewalk. “What kind of knife is this anyhow?”

      “Very old. Very rare.” Nightshade said as he nodded toward the object. “I have to take it to…to…oh, my stars! I’ve forgotten.”

      Cort examined the weapon in the setting sun. It looked like the smooth blade might be made of pure silver. Indeed, he found a hallmark indicating that it was. However, the blade was straight but had a very dull, double edge. There were nuggets of either glass or semi-precious stones embedded within the black wooden handle. “This doesn’t look like the kind of thing a person picks up just anywhere.”

      “Very astute, m’boy. It’s special.” Morbius stopped to hiccup again. “Very ceremonial and of great importance.”

      “You said you were taking it to someone. It isn’t yours?”

      Morbius didn’t respond. He just hung his head in shame.

      Cort sighed heavily, flipped the wallet open and found some money and a driver’s license. But there were no credit cards, pictures or other wallet paraphernalia people usually carry. Surprisingly, the license indicated that his prisoner’s name was Morbius Nightshade.

      “All right sir…we’re going to the station. I want to run a check on you and this knife. If it’s stolen, things will go a lot easier if you just speak up now,” Cort warned. “Will I find out you’re wanted for anything?” He wanted to give the older man a chance to come clean.

      “Oh, no…of course not. I obey the law, my good fellow.” He wobbled toward the towering, uniformed man again.

      Cort caught the man before he could fall.

      “Odd, but I sense that you really aren’t angry with me,” Morbius noted. “You seem to have a rather s-stern desire to do your job, but your hands aren’t those of an uneducated ruffian who abuses his powers. In fact, I’m sensing a g-great deal of patience; especially after seeing a knife come flying out of my coat pocket so…u-unexpectedly,” Morbius said as he stopped to cough. “In another place, officers of the law might not be so soft-spoken,” he finished.

      Cort just shook his head. This was the first time a drunk had ever complimented him.

      He used his hand-held radio to call for a patrol car. It would only take a couple of minutes for the evening shift officer to drive from three blocks away.

      Cort hadn’t made that many busts in the three years he’d worked in Maple Corners. Because of all those he had completed while in New York, dealing with drunks now wasn’t any big deal. On the other hand, it was a great big flaming deal to the people who’d grown up in these parts.

      Incidents like coming across a knife-wielding, smashed, British guy weren’t normal for the town’s citizenry. A crowd was beginning to collect. They were steadily gathering on both sides of the street; pointing at the stranger and murmuring about the bust made by ‘Cort-the cop from New York’.

      He heard the silly comments they made and could only guess what kind of gossip would spread about what the drunk had done. This was more action than the town had seen since the Farquar twins had got in a fight over Magdalena Knothill at the local Fourth-of-July sociable. He’d had to break up that fight, and the locals commented for weeks on how big-city cops handled things so efficiently.

      If his life weren’t so pathetic, the town’s interest in him and this ridiculous encounter would almost be funny.

      To add to the town’s gossip-fodder, Bucky Porter, the evening shift officer, drove around the corner with his car’s overhead lights on and the siren blaring. This was apparently Bucky’s one chance that year to make a showing for himself: hence the noisy, theatrical entrance.

      He shook his head in frustration. All they had was a drunk. Bucky would make a federal case out of the entire incident. Still, he couldn’t fault his fellow officer’s dedication to his work. Everything was a matter of perspective.

      To Bucky and the people of Maple Corners, they might have a real live criminal on their hands. To Cort, the entire event was just a load of paperwork that would have to go before the town council, the mayor, and everyone else who thought they had a right to know.

      These people were lucky not to have experienced a real dirt-bag first hand, or to know that there were some truly evil people who walked the face of the earth. But those were issues he’d keep to himself; all bottled up. More to the point, he just didn’t want to get close enough to talk to anyone about the meaner side of life.
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      “Look, Bucky, just go home. I’ll take care of the paperwork.”

      “Are you sure, Cort? Don’t you think you’ll need some help with that guy?” Bucky asked as he glared at Morbius.

      Cort wasn’t sure the drunk would be safe with Bucky. It wasn’t that the younger cop would hurt anyone so much as Nightshade’s blood-alcohol level indicated he was probably on a real bender. If that was the case, the man might need medical treatment later. Since he’d made the arrest, it was his responsibility to see to the prisoner.

      “Why don’t you go tell the mayor what happened,” Cort tactfully suggested. “This is just mundane work I can get cleared up in no time. But you know politicians around here. They’re gonna want an official report. You’re the best person for the job, Bucky.” He was rewarded by his counterpart’s huge smile.

      “Right, Sarge…you’ve got it!” Bucky saluted Cort as he left.

      Cort almost grinned.

      Bucky wasn’t a bad kid but he did need to lay off the cop TV melodramas.

      Like most of the world, Bucky just wanted to be needed. Cort recalled having had that desire…once. Sadly, he couldn’t summon the will to care anymore.

      “You have that young man’s respect. You know how to handle people, don’t you?” Morbius asked from his place in his cell. “You certainly could have treated me with less dignity.”

      Cort glanced up from his paperwork but said nothing.

      “Indeed, you’ve been very accommodating,” Morbius admitted. “Why, this cell has a soft bed and a barred window that lets in plenty of fresh air.” He shrugged. “Of course, I dislike being incarcerated, but it’s entirely my own fault.”

      Once more, Cort ignored Morbius’s comments and looked over all the documentation he had so far. When he spoke again, it was about business and not to be sociable. “According to the State and the Feds, you aren’t wanted for anything, Mr. Morbius. You’ve got no outstanding traffic fines or an arrest record. Oddly, I can’t find out anything about this knife,” Cort mused. “Something tells me that it could be valuable and even an artifact of some sort.” He turned the weapon over in his hands and studied it. “Are these real stones or do you know?”

      “Oh, they’re quite real. They’re garnets, moldavite, citrine and amethyst,” Morbius supplied. “Each stone represents a specific quality.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well…the garnets promote purpose and commitment. Moldavite is formed by meteors and is best used to serve humanity. And citrine…well it’s a stone which disperses negative energy. The last stone on the handle is amethyst. It aids in spirituality and peace. They’re very powerful minerals.” Morbius paused before saying more. “That knife has been in my family for generations. I can’t believe I’ve allowed it to come to this.”

      Cort noticed how Morbius sounded more sober. Still, what he was saying made no sense. It might be a good idea to monitor him just to make sure he’d be okay. “If the knife is yours, can you produce any paperwork?” Cort asked. “There’re no identifying marks on it.”

      “No. I have no papers, but I have family members who can vouch for me,” Morbius insisted. “I am allowed a phone call. Am I not, my good man?”

      “You can have any reasonable amount of time on a phone,” Cort relented. “Just don’t waste my time or the taxpayer’s money.”

      “Upon my word as a gentleman, sir, I shall do neither!”

      Against his better judgment, Cort kind of liked the guy. Even sobering up, Nightshade had a certain class and dignity. He took the time to look the older man over and sum him up.

      Nightshade was dressed in a quality business suit that was tailor-made. As to the rest of his prisoner’s attributes, he had kindly blue eyes, dark brown hair and would have been rather stately in other circumstances.

      Overall, Nightshade reminded him of English lords he’d seen in old Thirties movies. More to the point, he didn’t get any bad vibes from the man. For some odd reason, he didn’t think his prisoner was capable of lying and getting away with it. But he quickly tamped down the idea of giving the older gent a break. His cop’s cynicism wouldn’t let him go that far.

      He shook off feelings of empathy and studied the man further.

      When Morbius was cleaned up, he was probably a very handsome individual. Fifty-five wasn’t old. He was curious about why this quiet-spoken, intellectual type would end up in a place as dull as Maple Corners, drinking his ass off.

      Despite his skepticism, he finally relented to his instincts, picked up the keys to the cell and let Morbius out.

      “The law says you have a right to be on the phone alone. Since I didn’t find a cell phone on you, you can use the old rotary model on the desk,” he advised. “I’ll step outside, but don’t try to get out the back. It won’t do you any good to run.”

      Morbius straightened his tie, pulled at his shirt sleeves to remove the wrinkles, and raised one brow. “My good fellow, I’ll do no such thing. I am a Nightshade. We do not…r-r-r-r-run!”

      As he walked out the front doors, Cort found himself chuckling at the arrogant British rolling of the r’s. Clearly, the guy wanted to appear above such dastardly, ignoble acts as trying to high-tail-it out the back door.

      Cort waited for about fifteen minutes. Finally, Morbius stepped out on the front stoop with him.

      “Did you get a hold of an attorney?” Cort amiably asked.

      “Hardly, Sergeant. I see, by the hash marks on your uniform, that I am correct in the use of that rank, am I not?”

      “Yeah, that’s my rank,” he offhandedly responded.

      “Very well, Sergeant…my niece was the person to whom I spoke. She will be here in the morning. She can explain everything. I don’t think a solicitor will be necessary. My rights haven’t been violated and I’m not guilty of anything except a minor indiscretion. That hardly marks me as a hardened criminal.”

      “Unless your niece has papers proving who that knife belongs to, I have to keep it until I know it isn’t stolen.”

      Morbius stared. “I’ve told you. It belongs to my family.”

      Cort took a deep breath. Apparently, being questioned about his honesty wasn’t something Morbius Nightshade was used to. “All right…why are you carrying it? Why are you in Maple Corners? Why were you drunk in public and where are you employed? There’s practically nothing about you on any computer except that you have a driver’s license,” he confirmed. “Since you’re able to talk coherently and have refused a lawyer, maybe you can answer some questions to help clear all this up?”

      With calm dignity, Morbius held up his head. “I noticed some coffee in your office. Might we go back inside and discuss this like gentlemen? Better still, perhaps you have some tea?”

      Cort looked at the ground and tried not to grin. The older man behaved impeccably. Morbius might be pulling his leg and might even harbor a hidden disdain for those in power. Still, he was acting quite agreeably. “All right, Mr. Nightshade. Tea it is.”

      As they walked back inside, Cort saw Morbius gazing determinedly at his name tag. The stripes on his sleeves told anyone who was half aware of uniform standards what his rank was, but his name only appeared on the silver plate over his right breast pocket.

      “Ah, O’Leary. That’s a grand Irish name,” Morbius gaily announced.

      It was Cort’s turn to simply raise his own brow, but he said nothing.

      “Since we’re to be cloistered together for the nonce, might we dispense with the use of surnames and call each other by our given names?” Morbius asked. “It seems the civilized thing to do under the circumstances. I, as you know, am Morbius.”

      Cort took the hand the older man offered. “I’m Cort.” He was surprised to find himself warming to the other man’s friendliness. It had been a very long time since anyone got under his skin, but Nightshade had a strange air about him. It was almost as if the man was more than he appeared to be. His very appropriate attitude and his even, bright smile were both a bit compelling. Simply put, Morbius was drawing him out. His prisoner was both refined and educated but wasn’t quite coming off as pretentious.

      “Ah!” Morbius announced. “Perhaps your name is a derivation of Cearbhall which means champion or warrior in Gaelic. And Leary is an Anglicized word for one who herds calves.”

      Once more, Cort found it almost impossible not to smile.

      Morbius scratched his head in thought. “I say, old chap…has your family ever had a background in that sort of pursuit?”

      Cort pressed his lips together. “Don’t know. We’re from New York by way of Ireland. Legend has it there was supposed to have been an O’Leary whose cow kicked over a lantern and almost burned a city to the ground.”

      “I dare say…you’re probably not from that branch of the O’Leary clan, my good sir!”

      Cort grinned outright this time. “Why not? How can you be so sure?”

      “Because…that incident occurred in Chicago and you’ve just said your family was from New York,” Morbius countered. “Unless one or more parts of your family moved west, the episode had nothing to do with you. Now, let’s have that tea.”

      Cort actually found himself feeling better than he had in a long time. He wondered if the man’s niece was going to be as interesting. But, as he boiled water for their tea, the smile left his face. His mood turned sour again. He could feel the glee instilled by his arrested companion slipping away.

      The strangest sensation suddenly overcame him. The hair on the back of his neck stood up and he lifted a hand to rub the spot. He could almost swear someone other than his prisoner was watching him.

      When he turned, Morbius was standing near the cell window, looking outside.

      “What’s wrong, Morbius?”

      “I don’t believe that I should attempt an explanation. The sooner Dawna gets here, the better.”

      “Dawna?”

      “My niece. She’ll be here by tomorrow morning, I should imagine.” Morbius softly said before turning his attention back to the cell window. “Did you know that there are people whose auras attract very unsavory powers?”

      Cort shook his head in confusion. “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m just saying that you seem very good-hearted, Cort. Some say that we can attract very bad entities by our thoughts and deeds. I wouldn’t have attributed you as one of those individuals. You’ve been very cordial with me; not at all the type,” he softly asserted.

      Cort blinked. “Thanks…I think.” He walked closer to Morbius and gazed at the man suspiciously.

      Morbius snickered. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’m a student of human nature. In fact, if you’re around me any length of time, you might agree that I tend to read too much into situations.”

      “Maybe we’d better have our tea and you can answer some questions,” Cort woodenly suggested. “First, I want to read you your rights again. Just so you understand the way things are done. I’m not going to trick you into saying anything that you don’t want to. I don’t work that way.”

      “Very laudable,” Morbius murmured. “Now for some tea. A nice hot cup would be grand. And…as for my niece…I think it’s good that she is the one who’s coming. She needs to be here before something happens.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Cort blurted as his foul mood suddenly intensified.

      “I-I was just thinking that there’s a reason for everything, my good young man,” Morbius calmly stated. “It was no accident that I pulled off the highway and chose this small village to quench my thirst. No accident at all.”

      Cort ignored his detainee’s cryptic remarks, finished making their tea and tried to shake off the disturbing sensation edging up his spine.
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      Cort poured himself another cup of coffee. The tea he’d shared with his English prisoner was good, but it wasn’t coffee.

      He sat back down at his desk and ran a weary hand over his face. He needed a shave but hadn’t wanted to leave Morbius to the night shift officer. He and the older man had sat up talking until the very early morning hours. At sunrise, Morbius had stretched, walked back into his cell, and had gone to sleep on his small cot. Cort had taken that opportunity to change his ruined uniform shirt for a fresh one. The coffee stained pants would have to stay on as he didn’t have a spare pair at the station.

      Afterward, he’d filled out an evidence tag, tied it onto the handle of the knife then locked the object away in the large safe behind the desk.

      There was hardly anything in that old iron box. As he saw it, this was a wonderful testament to small-town life and the good-natured people who lived there.

      He stood to stretch when the front doors swung open and rays of breaking sunlight slanted across the floor. He squinted as he tried to make out the small silhouette framed by light. The curvaceous figure within it walked forward. With the aura of morning dawn around her, she looked like some kind of descending angel. Long, wavy brown hair floated around her shoulders. As she got closer, Cort saw that her eyes were a brilliant sapphire blue. He eventually gazed down into the most beguiling, lovely face he’d ever seen.

      The woman had a small straight nose, high cheek bones and a full mouth. Dimples formed on either side of a perfectly brilliant smile. There were just enough freckles left from adolescence to make her look even more innocent than the angel to which he’d likened her.

      “C-Can I help you?” he stammered slightly, trying to clear his throat and wipe off the moisture which had suddenly accumulated in the palms of his hands. The woman’s tiny body was every bit as lovely as her face. Only about five-and-a-half feet tall, the angel before him was wearing a gray wool sweater which only made her eyes seem bluer. The garment hugged small, but very rounded breasts, and her jeans tightly outlined very slender hips. He inappropriately hoped she’d turn around so he could confirm the impression of a gravity-defying butt.

      “Hello…I’m Dawna Nightshade. I’m looking for my Uncle Morbius.”

      “Here I am, my darling,” Morbius called from his cell and walked through his unlocked door to hug her.

      Cort swallowed hard. That little derriere was every bit as delectable as he imagined.

      He watched as the Nightshade family hugged in reunion. There wasn’t much of Morbius in the girl except something in their eyes was the same. There was that same inner light that radiated calm and serenity.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Dawna. You can confirm, for Sergeant O’Leary, that the knife in my possession really belongs in our family and that I haven’t pinched it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawna pursed her lips and turned to the tall man near the desk. He was well over six feet, so she had to look way up when he approached. “Sergeant, my Uncle is telling you the truth. The knife he was carrying does belong to the Nightshades. It’s been in our family for hundreds of years.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cort began, “but I have to make very sure of that before releasing it. Something so valuable must have papers connected with it or some kind of provenance. If you can produce them, I’ll sign the knife over and you can be on your way.”

      Dawna opened her mouth to speak when Morbius interrupted.

      “But if you can’t prove it’s stolen then you can’t keep it, can you?” the older man asked.

      “The law here says I have to make every reasonable effort to authenticate ownership,” Cort explained. “That could take a while. This is a small town and our resources are limited. I’ll have to make a few phone calls and send a few emails.” When Morbius began to protest, Cort held up his hands. “Look, it’s just procedure.”

      “Of course,” Dawna agreed and placed a gentle hand on her uncle’s shoulder. “And the sooner you can do all that, the sooner we can leave.”

      Morbius notably frowned, but Dawna shot him her most rigid go-along-with-me look. As usual, that look had him shutting his mouth.

      Cort put his hands on his hips. “It might be easier to prove your story if Morbius had some kind of background to check. But he says he doesn’t have a steady job, moves around a lot, and can’t explain the knife’s origins. I want to believe you, Morbius, but there isn’t a lot of information to work with.”

      Dawna responded to Cort’s insistence. “There isn’t a lot to tell except that it does belong to us,” she asserted. “My uncle isn’t lying about there not being any documentation. The knife is very, very old…but first things first.” She paused before saying more and took time to slowly considered Morbius’s unkempt appearance as well as gauging how he’d fared with local authorities. “Is my uncle still under arrest?” she asked.

      Cort slowly shook his head. “As long as he doesn’t leave town until I can run a few more checks on the knife, I suppose it’s okay for him to leave his cell. But stay out of the bar. If he does that, I’ll drop the public intoxication charge.”

      “Oh, he’ll be good as gold. I’ll make sure of it,” Dawna promised. “And you’ve been very understanding Sergeant…uh, I’m sorry. I don’t recall your name.”

      “Last name is O’Leary. Just call me Cort.”

      She nodded and looped her arm through Morbius’s. “You’re very lucky, Uncle. You could have got hurt or even hurt somebody else.”

      “Love, you know I wouldn’t drive after drinking. I never do.”

      “No, he wasn’t driving,” Cort confirmed. “Just stumbling around on the sidewalk and making me dump chili all over my uniform.”

      “Uncle Morbius!” Dawna stared at her relation and put her hands on her hips. “How in the world did you manage to do that?”

      Cort spoke in the older man’s defense. “It’s all right. He just stumbled into me by accident. No real damage done… except, of course, for my uniform shirt.” He glanced down at his pants and was glad again for the spare shirt in his locker.

      “I do apologize,” Morbius mumbled. “I’m not usually quite so inebriated, but the sign on the highway said the local tavern had a brand of whiskey that’s quite to my taste, and I’d been driving for some distance without any rest at all―”

      “And you pulled over to drink yourself into trouble,” Dawna angrily finished for him. “Uncle Morbius, you’re going to send us all to an early grave worrying about you! When you called and told me what happened…it scared me half to death.”

      Morbius lowered his head. “I am sorry, dear. I think I’ve really learned my lesson this time.”

      Dawna looked at Cort and half-smiled. “All this makes it even more amazing that you’d drop the charges. I don’t know that most cops would be so forgiving.”

      “Um…I don’t want to leave you with the wrong impression, Ms. Nightshade. Cops aren’t the ogres we’re sometimes made out to be.”

      “Well, of course, you aren’t,” she agreed and smiled up at him brightly. “It’s just that everyone has a limit to their patience. And you’ve shown a complete stranger a lot of compassion.”

      He shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

      “Come on, Uncle. We’ll get some breakfast, find someplace to stay, and hope this matter can be put to rest. I’m sure we’ve taken up enough of this officer’s time,” Dawna consoled as she ushered Morbius toward the door.

      “Cort…just Cort,” he called after them.
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        * * *

      

      “How could you have lost the athame, Uncle Morbius? All you had to do was get it to Salem in time for Samhain. It was a simple job,” she chastised. “Now what are we going to do?”

      “I’m sure that Cort will give it back when he can’t find any lost or stolen reports.”

      “Yes, but when? You know what will happen if we don’t get it to Salem before the end of October. And we have to find a way to keep the others from hearing about this incident,” Dawna told him. “Father will be furious!”

      “They’ll never know if you and I don’t mention it,” he impishly pointed out. “And you’re father is a big teddy-bear where you’re concerned, my dear…always was.”

      Dawna stopped pacing and stared at the older man. “Keeping them from finding out won’t be easy. You were supposed to have been in Salem by now. I’ll have to make up some excuse; something they’ll believe.”

      “Couldn’t we just say I’m ill and that I fully intend to complete my assignment when I’m feeling better? That’s not actually a lie. I’ve drunk enough to kill a team of horses and I am having a bout of constipation,” Morbius said with and amiable shrug. “There’s still time. Besides, if the others know you’re with me, they won’t have any worries over the athame. They trust you implicitly.”

      She nodded in confirmation. “That’s exactly why I hate telling them a lie,” she countered while staring at her uncle. “Oh…for the love of beans! Don’t look like at me with those puppy eyes.”

      “I…I wasn’t always so irresponsible, you know.”

      “I know that, Uncle.” She sighed heavily and relented. “All right…I’ll tell them that you’re laid up for a while and that I’m taking care of you. I’ll even say the athame is safe. I just hope I can make them believe it.”

      “Well, in a way it is quite secure. That young bull, Cort, will keep it under lock and key,” Morbius informed her. “It’s in the safe right behind his desk…at the police station. I saw him lock it there. So, nothing will happen to it.”

      That started her pacing again. The problem wasn’t just the athame being locked up by the local law, but her odd response to him the second they’d met.

      It had taken every ounce of willpower she owned not to stand in the doorway and drown in her own slobber.

      That cop was gorgeous, a real piece of eye candy!

      With his uniform on, it looked as though even Sergeant O’Leary’s muscles had muscles. His expansive shoulders were probably paired with a decadently touchable set of mighty pecs. His tailored shirt had stretched across them quite excessively. The man’s triangular torso had tapered down to a very narrow waist and a flat-as-marble abdomen. She imagined that his butt was as tight as his abs looked.

      A guy had to work hard to get a body that robust and toned. She’d inappropriately had the urge to slip her hands around his lean hips and grab onto his ass cheeks; the way her Aunt Serena grabbed hams at the grocer’s.

      If she’d given in to her urges, she’d have found herself locked right next to her uncle.

      Beside his striking physique, what really took her breath away were the police officer’s eyes. In the morning light, their steel-gray color pierced right through her. His thick, military-cut hair was just the perfect shade of acorn brown. Furthermore, he had a strong, square chin with a set of full lips that could probably inflict passionate, to-die-for kisses; the kind that made a woman feel it deep in her bones. A man like that probably had a harem chasing after him. Oddly, he hadn’t had a ring on. Her gaze had drifted to his left hand only seconds after seeing him.

      “He’s quite a shockingly handsome bloke, isn’t he?” Morbius affirmed. “In fact, your other beaus pale next to him.”

      She glared at her uncle but kept silent.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Morbius teased. “Most of the men you’ve brought into our circle are hardly―”

      “Hardly what?” Dawna defended.

      “Well…they aren’t exactly gladiator material.”

      Dawna tried not to encourage him by smiling. “Who says I want a gladiator?”

      “Dearest…I’ve known you since you were thirty minutes old. You, your sisters, and all your female cousins are constantly comparing men’s uh…attributes…whenever we’re out dining together,” he said while shaking an index finger at her. “Besides, I sensed your sexual interest when you first walked into the police station.”

      Dawna pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “I am not having this conversation with my uncle…it’s…creepy.”

      “Nevertheless…you are attracted to the sergeant.” He paused. “And I daresay he took equal interest.”

      “He did?” she coyly queried.

      “Indubitably!” Morbius affirmed. “To quote the philosopher, Nietzsche…‘wisdom is a woman, and loves only a warrior’.” He chuckled. “I believe you’d have felt his keen interest yourself had you not been similarly occupied.”

      She lifted one shoulder and let it slowly fall in a guilty fashion. “Okay. The man’s not exactly a bottom feeder. I admit it. Are you happy?” she asked, then shook her head to clear it. “None of this has anything to do with our problem, so let’s just let it drop. We have to get the athame back,” Dawna insisted.

      Morbius persisted. “Why shouldn’t the man notice you? You’re a lovely girl. You have your mother’s classic beauty and the Nightshade eyes.”

      Against her will, Dawna snickered. “And you could charm gum off the pavement. But could we please stick to the reason for our being in this town?” she persevered.

      He took one of her hands in his. “All right, my dear. We’ll let the subject go for the time being and will concentrate on recovering the athame. But things will work out. I know they will.”

      “I hope you’re right. The only other recourse is to steal it back and that would certainly cause attention neither of us needs.”

      “I don’t think it will come to that, m’dear.”

      When he reached for a glass of water on a nearby table, Dawna noticed that his hand was shaking. “I can brew you some special tea. It will help with the cravings.”

      “Yes.” He sighed and slowly sipped the water before speaking again. “That might be a help. No more alcohol for me.”

      She stared at him. “You’ve never said that before.”

      “That’s because this entire incident has brought everything into perspective,” Morbius relented. “Rebecca wouldn’t want me mourning her like this. And I have duties to our family that I’ve compromised. It’s time I took responsibility for my actions and put the past behind me.”

      Tears gathered in Dawna’s eyes. “You don’t know how happy that makes me, Uncle Morbius. I was afraid you’d get yourself killed or hurt somebody someday. I know you miss Aunt Becky.”

      “Well, it’s at an end now, sweetheart. I’ll need your help…it won’t be easy.”

      She hugged him hard, then opened her luggage to search for the herbs she always carried. They weren’t a cure but, when mixed properly, they could certainly help relieve stress and calm her uncle’s need for whiskey.

      “Oh, there’s something else you should know…it’s about Cort,” Morbius warned.

      Dawna paused in her search to look at him. “I thought we weren’t going to go into that again―”

      “You misunderstand, dear. This isn’t about this magnetism the two of you happen to share. Far from it.”

      “What then?”

      Morbius took a deep breath before saying, “Something insidious has been drawn to this place and it’s after him.”

      She dropped the packet of tea herbs and sat next to her uncle. “What are you talking about? And what do you mean by something?” she somberly asked.

      “Last night, I sensed a presence outside the jail. It was as though Cort O’Leary was being bombarded by a negative influence with great strength and diabolical intent,” Morbius explained. “He could feel it, too, but didn’t know how to acknowledge its presence. And though it left almost as quickly as it came, I could see the immediate, negative effect.” Morbius shuddered before continuing. “One moment Cort was smiling and making light of our situation. The next instant, his face took on this excruciatingly tortured expression. It was as though the very act of finding a small measure of happiness hurt him.”

      “W-Why would such a presence target him?” Dawna quietly asked. “What could he have done to draw it into his life?”

      “I don’t know. But this thing is feeding off some old sorrow, or it’s causing anguish for some reason. And we may be the only ones who can stop it,” Morbius maintained. “I believe that I might have been drawn to this town for this very reason. I’ve never felt anything so malevolent in my life and it needs to be stopped.”

      Dawna looked into her uncle’s eyes. “I know that such powers exist. I’ve heard you and Daddy speak of them, but I’ve never encountered anything like what you’re describing. Maybe we should summon the others.”

      “Then they’d know about the loss of the athame. And…I want to do this for Cort. I want to help him myself,” Morbius told her.

      Dawna took his hands in hers. “That’s a wonderful sentiment, but what is there about this cop that makes you want to involve yourself? Perhaps he’s drawn this entity because of his own behavior and deserves its influence?”

      Morbius stared into the distance. “No. This thing isn’t here because of something Cort did. I wondered about that, at first. Now, however, I sense it’s more because…because of some horror he’s survived.” He rubbed his chin in thought and then held up one finger in discovery. “Loss. I think I know what Cort is feeling because I’ve been through the same thing. I could sense it within him, but was too inebriated to fully understand our connection,” Morbius nodded in confirmation. “Perhaps, by helping him, I can redeem myself for losing control of the athame.” He gazed into Dawna’s eyes. “More importantly, it’s not our way to leave any creature in pain when we can help. This is one of the very first lessons we learn as children,” he gently reminded her. “By leaving him alone we encourage this entity and we do harm.”

      “Do as you will, harm none,” Dawna recited.

      “Exactly.”

      “All right…but we have an awful lot to do and not much time,” Dawna affirmed. “I’ll work on getting the athame back…somehow.”

      “Between us, we’ll set everything right.”

      “I wish I had your optimism, Uncle. But something tells me we’d better be very careful. If this force is out to hurt this man, it won’t have any qualms about getting rid of us.”

      Morbius sighed heavily and nodded in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the old farmhouse, the air was almost brittle. The Story Keeper, as he liked to call himself, was oblivious to the early fall weather. In fact, the autumn landscape suited his mood. The eerie atmosphere was set for the task ahead.

      His existence depended upon collecting despairing souls and the tales that wrought their anguish. In gathering these, he gained power. The more he gathered, however, the more he needed. This cycle drove him relentlessly.

      One particularly fragrant soul was resting within the farmhouse below. The scent of it was wonderfully alluring; it was the same he’d encountered earlier, within the town.

      He flew closer, wanting to smell the grief that permeated every waking moment of this new victim’s life.

      Yes, there it is.

      That pain-driven, regretful smell hovered on the wind like pungent cologne. The man from which it emanated was heartbroken and had been for some time. This human wallowed in despair. His soul, therefore, was ripe and ready. This man would make good feeding.

      After consumption, this prey would be gone at sunrise. Every trace of him would be wiped from the earth. No personal affect, no lingering memory, no single thing would ever say this man walked, among others. That was the way he’d fed since the beginning of time.

      “I’ll make a bid for the life of this man,” The Story Keeper whispered. “He will sustain me. Yes…I shall dine well.” He waved a careless hand toward the structure and the one who slept within. “As I have done many times before…I’ll weave a spell which cannot be broken.” He laughed maliciously as he formed a plan and raised spectral hands. “I could take you so easily, but not without a bit of seasoning.”

      As famished as he was, he dearly loved to toy with his food before consuming it. That last assault made the flesh so much more palatable.

      He floated and weaved his spell.

      “Though brave of heart, his soul I’ll keep. Forever more his heart must weep. No one on earth can break this spell. My charm is woven far too well.”
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        * * *

      

      Light from the nearby street lamp glinted off her nametag and badge. He watched Annie as she approached the old car with its cranked-up music and modified exhaust. Just another gang-banger.

      “Careful, Annie. I’ve got you covered,” Cort warned as he unsnapped his holster and approached the car from the rear passenger side. Annie was lead officer on this particular stop so it was her call as to how to handle the situation. But something about the driver had Cort spooked. The guy behind the wheel was too still. Usually, drivers moved around; they’d look for their license, proof of liability or registration papers.

      Cort opened his mouth to warn her.

      Annie was too close to the driver’s window. She should be back, behind the edge of the door and not right in front of the jam.

      He moved toward her but the driver pushed the car door open. The edge of it knocked her to the ground and the driver raised a very powerful semi-automatic weapon. The guy fired three times and the bullets went right into her. Her face registered the fact that she’d been hit, even as her hand uselessly clawed at her side for her weapon. From the other side of the car, Cort pulled his sidearm just as the driver turned in his direction.

      Without giving the man so much as an instant to think, he fired two rounds. One round hit the shooter just below the left eye, the other in the throat. The attacker fell back, involuntarily flinging his weapon aside as he did so. His body lay convulsing on the pavement.

      Cort raced around the front of the car with his own weapon still raised. When he got to the driver, he stooped to check the shooter’s pulse.

      The boy was dying. He couldn’t be more than twenty.

      As one last breath left the shooter’s body, his lifeless eyes stared up into a clear autumn sky. The weapon he’d fired lay about five feet away. His body suddenly shook once and stopped moving at all.

      Cort scrambled to Annie. His heart raced and the contents from the chili dog, eaten half an hour previously, lay like a chunk of cement in the pit of his stomach. Pulling off her jacket and shirt, he saw that Annie’s vest had stopped one of the bullets but not the other two. He reached for the radio mike attached to his left epaulet, screamed out the information the dispatcher needed, and tried to stem the flow of blood oozing from Annie’s chest.

      “Don’t worry, baby! I’m here. Help’s on the way,” he choked out. Annie tried to sit up. She pulled at his jacket sleeves in an attempt to get herself nearer.

      “I-I’m not gonna’ make it, Cort.”

      “Don’t say that…don’t you give up on me, dammit! Don’t you give up!” He pushed back a lock of Annie’s blonde hair as it cascaded across her face and into her blue eyes; eyes that took on a resolved and fixed cold glaze.

      “Hold me, Cort. Hold―” the breath escaped her body as the dead shooter’s had.

      He pulled her into his arms and held on tight. Nothing was going to take away his Annie.

      He was still clinging to her when, some minutes later, the paramedics pulled him away. They did a patient assessment and sadly shook their heads. Still, the ambulance crew pulled out all the stops. They hauled equipment over to Annie’s body as three of Cort’s fellow officers held him back.

      There was nothing anyone could do. Annie’s blood pooled on the street and mingled with the dead kid’s.

      Finally realizing the worst had happened, he screamed out in rage and self-condemnation.

      He was still screaming when he was jerked out of his dark spectator’s spot and into the present. His body was covered in sweat and his bedside lamp and alarm clock had been knocked off the table. Throwing aside the blankets, he stumbled into the bathroom and switched on the light. As he looked into the mirror, he considered the reflection he saw.

      He was pale. His expression seemed both lost and haunted. Sweat dripped from his face and he wiped it off with one hand before closing his eyes and murmuring, “If I’d got my weapon out faster, or saw where you were standing sooner.”

      He was responsible. Annie Lewis had always wanted to be a cop. He was the one who dared her to go to the academy. Then, he’d unwisely called in a few favors to get her assigned to his shift and, ultimately, to ride with him as his partner.

      He knew the rules. He was an O’Leary, from a long line of good cops. Against departmental policy, he and Annie had been lovers and had been hiding it from the entire precinct.

      For disregarding standard operating procedure on that traffic stop, Annie had died. Cort learned why the guidelines about not having sexual relationships with shift members had been made. His subjectivity had got Annie killed. His longstanding agony over that terrible incident tore into his gut.

      For a time, his supervisor removed him from duty; at least until the department shrinks could salvage some of his life.

      Thinking back, obeying the rules, or not hadn’t made any difference to his family. His dad had been the best cop in his precinct, and a man who ate and slept standard operating procedure. His father’s strict obedience to the regulations hadn’t stopped a thug’s bullet from killing him just when Cort was ending his fifth year with the department.

      Shortly after his dad died, his mother became sick and stayed that way for over a year before giving up life herself. Knowing his gentle mother wouldn’t be there to fear for him anymore―the way she had for his father―Cort became reckless. He took crazy chances. Those choices paid off and made him, like his father, one of the best beat cops his supervisors had ever seen. Or so they’d claimed. He had the commendations and medals to prove it.

      But life had still been empty. His family was gone. Newspapers proclaiming him a hero and the shiny medals awarded to him hadn’t made him happy.

      Then he met Annie.

      Cort thought life was finally turning around and that his luck was changing. Annie made him laugh and see the magic and joy in simple things. But the O’Leary bad luck came rolling back with a vengeance. Annie died on that dirty street as he’d been trying to train her.

      He slammed his fist down on the marble counter top. “That’s what getting too close gets you,” he growled between clenched teeth. Then he sloshed cold water on his face to help him come back to reality and dispel morbid thoughts racing through his brain.

      It just didn’t pay to care. Everyone he’d ever loved died. After events in New York, he had to get out and away.

      When a job listing had been tacked to the precinct bulletin board, he pulled some strings and got himself this position in Massachusetts. Looking for a place to run from the haunting memories of Annie’s death and the loss of his beloved parents, he now existed day-by-day. The pay here wasn’t great. But he could pick his work hours. Though the people in the backwoods town were nosey, they generally left him alone in his old, edge-of-town farmhouse.

      He’d been able to buy the place dirt cheap. For the three years he’d lived in it, it still needed repairs but so did everything else in his life. His current home was just one more broken object to put back together―along with his shattered heart.

      He began to wonder how many years the pain was going to own him.

      There were nights when he dreamed he was home again and could hear his father’s booming Irish laughter, and his mother’s gay singing while baking soda bread in the kitchen. Then, there were nights when he dreamed of his mother’s beautiful face, and the heartbroken look on it as his father’s best friends had come to tell her that Cort senior wasn’t coming home.

      Then there were night like this one.

      They were the very worst. He kept reliving Annie’s death over and over. Her death was his fault.

      Frustrated and brokenhearted, he threw down the towel he’d used to dry his face. If he couldn’t sleep, he might as well work out. It was late in the night but he had a key to the gym. Several store owners and business people had trustingly given him the access to their premises in case he needed to get in during an emergency. It was yet another example of the way folks in small towns lived. They trusted.

      He wished he could repay the confidence with more sociability, but that meant getting close. That wasn’t happening.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For two hours, he pushed enough weight and hit bags hard enough that his angst temporarily subsided. To make good and sure he wouldn’t have the energy left to dream, he showered in the gym bathroom, then decided to walk around town and rattle a few doors.

      The clock in the town square chimed, telling him it was two o’clock in the morning. There was little point in his trudging a beat in these secure surroundings, but he didn’t want to go home. Besides, the small chore was a way to repay some of the town’s friendly gestures since he couldn’t find it in himself to get too involved.

      “I thought I’d be the only night owl in a place this small.”

      Cort quickly spun around.

      Dawna Nightshade stood on the sidewalk dressed much as she had been the first time he’d seen her. “Holy crap, woman! It’s not a good idea to sneak up on somebody like that.”

      “Sorry.” She wrinkled her nose and momentarily chewed on her lower lip. “You’re not in uniform. I wasn’t aware an off-duty cop would be so edgy. My mistake.”

      “I just came from a late workout at the gym. Thought I’d check things out. What are you doing up at this hour?”

      “I love nights in the country.” She smiled and took a deep breath of the fresh, early autumn air. “Did you know there are bats that actually came out earlier in the evening? I think they came from out there,” she blithely told him as she gestured toward the hillsides. “I had a good chance to look the scenery over earlier today. It’s really lovely. You’re lucky to live in such a picturesque place.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Dawna smiled up at him. “Uncle Morbius and I took a couple of rooms over at the bed and breakfast.” She nodded toward the quaint cottage at the end of the street. “It’s a wonderful little place. Everyone treats us like family. We ate dinner with the owner, watched television in the main living room with some of the other folks who live there, played some cards, then went up to our rooms. My uncle was quite done in so I sat up with him a while.” She shrugged. “After I was sure he’d sleep, I decided to come out for a walk. Even at night the town is really pretty. It feels safe,” she explained as she glanced at her surroundings. “You’re so lucky that the people are friendly. They all speak well of you.”

      “Wait a minute.” Cort held up a hand to make a point. “Why wasn’t Morbius all right? You’re talking like you had to make sure he was.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her. “He’s trying to quit drinking. It’s going to be rough on him for a while, so I want to make sure he’ll be okay until the worst of his cravings are over.”

      Cort nodded in understanding. “I figured he had a real problem. I probably shouldn’t say this but when I brought him in, he was fractured.”

      She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “I know. He’s been at the bottle for months now.”

      Against his better judgment, Cort asked the obvious question. “Why? Is there something that pushed him into it or did he just develop a taste for the stuff?”

      “It’s about my Aunt Rebecca…his wife,” she clarified. “She died in a car accident over a year ago. They’d been together for over thirty years. Uncle Morbius just couldn’t handle it. Her death crushed him.”

      Cort took a deep breath then let it out slowly. “Poor old guy,” he whispered.

      Dawna nodded. “Everyone in our family loved her very much. It was hard to lose someone so vital and energetic. She had the sweetest nature. She and Uncle Morbius were peas-in-a-pod. They were as solid a couple as any I’ve ever seen.” She frowned. “It wasn’t fair that she died so suddenly.”

      “Yeah. Well, that can certainly screw a man up,” Cort muttered.

      “Anyhow, he wants to get straight now,” Dawna continued. “I guess I should thank you for that.”

      Cort put one hand on his chest. “Me? What’d I do?”

      “Uncle Morbius has taken quite a shine to you,” she relayed. “I think he realizes how much trouble he could have been in had you not understood.” She faced Cort squarely. “I can’t thank you enough for not pressing charges.”

      The warm, musical sound of her voice captured him. The woman not only looked like a dream-come-true, but she also sounded like one. Those heavenly eyes!

      “So…you really aren’t on duty?” she asked and stuffed her hands into her front jeans pockets.

      “No. Just couldn’t sleep.”

      “Me either. Can I walk with you?”

      His guard immediately went up. “I don’t know why you’d want to. You’ve probably seen all there is.”

      “Oh, I disagree. The night is a fantastic time to walk. Just look at that moon up there. It’s almost full but not quite.” She nodded toward the glowing orb overhead and then gestured toward the trees. “Look at the color of the leaves under the street lamps. Maybe we’ll see more bats. Who knows?” she merrily chattered. “Besides…there aren’t that many places where you can safely walk around this late.”

      He couldn’t fault that bit of logic and carelessly shrugged his shoulders. “It’s up to you. If you ask me, it’s a bit cold to be out here.”

      She arched her brows. “But you are.”

      “I have a reason.”

      “Well…we can keep each other company. Come on.” She insisted and held out her hand in a friendly gesture.

      Some internal need almost forced him to take it. Her long, slender, and manicured fingers looked inviting by lamplight. A ring on her right hand sparkled up at him like an inviting little star, but his brain shouted a loud warning.

      He ignored her outstretched palm and curtly said, “Come on, then.” He turned and let her follow or not as she pleased.

      Refusing to be put off, she quickly caught up and walked beside him. “Don’t suppose you can release our knife?”

      Cort adamantly shook his head. “Nope. Nothing came in from Salem. It’ll take a while.”

      “It really isn’t stolen, Cort. You know that don’t you?”

      He stopped walking and turned to look down at her. “Look, if you don’t want to wait until I can thoroughly check out your claim, you can always go get a lawyer, but the expense isn’t worth it if you’re telling the truth. You’d get your knife back anyhow.” She hesitated too long and he interpreted the pause as something sinister. “What’s wrong? Wasn’t my suggestion a good one?” he quickly asked.

      “We don’t have the money for an attorney,” she lied and dropped her gaze.

      She was hiding something. Years of law enforcement experience and his gut told him so. Furthermore, there was evidence. He recalled the suit Morbius had worn and the fact that it would have cost him a month’s salary.

      “Seems to me that you could use the value of the knife to work out a deal with an attorney. That’s if the thing really does belong to you,” he suggested.

      “Of course it does,” she snapped. “Look, Uncle Morbius was supposed to take the knife to family members in Salem. It’s part of a collection. If they find out what happened, they’ll never trust him with anything. Because of his drinking, he hasn’t been all that reliable lately. This was his last chance to do something right.”

      “Or what?” Cort pressed.

      “Or…or he’ll lose his job.”

      Cort took a deep breath and proceeded to say what needed to be said. “People lose their jobs and go on. But I have to do mine or I’ll be on the unemployment line. I have to check every possible lead having to do with that knife. You understand?”

      She stared up at him.

      “I didn’t make his mistake, Ms. Nightshade…he did. I’m sorry. Losing employment isn’t the worst thing that could have happened,” Cort pointed out. “He could have got hurt. Despite his assertion that he wouldn’t drive, he might have got behind the wheel and killed somebody.” At her look of remorse, he persisted. “Oh, drunk drivers never mean it. But it happens.”

      “I-I know,” she softly admitted.

      “What is his occupation…what exactly does he do? Morbius wouldn’t say.”

      She waved a careless hand and smiled. “He does a little of this and a little of that. Family stuff mostly.”

      Cort’s instincts were on full alert. She was hedging again, and that made him even more suspicious. He continued to walk in silence.

      Her next actions were totally confusing. He watched as Dawna pulled out a small rock, about an inch in diameter, from her front pocket. She fingered the thing and rolled it between her hands.

      “What’s that?” Cort asked as it glistened in the street light.

      “A good luck charm,” she lamely replied. ”It’s quartz. I carry it with me everywhere.”

      She quickly stuck it back in her pocket again. He noted how Dawna walked beside him and kept silent for a few minutes. Her gesture with the rock seemed a little uptight. It was almost as if she was embarrassed to be caught automatically pulling such a trinket from her pocket.

      Every motion she made now held some importance that he couldn’t ignore.

      “You know I’m right about Morbius, don’t you?” he asked.

      “I absolutely agree. He’s responsible for whatever happens to him. It’s just that I love him and don’t want to see him hurt. He’s going through a bad time. Surely, you can understand?” she pleaded.

      That hit home. She wouldn’t know but he definitely could understand what would drive the old man to drink. The death of a loved one could do that to a lot of folks; folks just like him.

      “Look, I’ll do my best. But the more a badge from the sticks pushes cops in large departments, the slower the system works,” Cort conveyed. “I’ll call around and see if I can’t speed things up. I might be able to pull a few strings, but I can’t promise anything.”

      Dawna looped a strand of hair behind her ear. “That would be helpful.”

      “There’s something else that I better let you know,” Cort gravely told her. “Without proof of ownership in this jurisdiction, that knife can be held for six months before I’m required to release it.”

      “Holy shit!” Dawna stopped and stared at him in absolute shock.

      He grimaced. “I take it that’s not accommodating enough?”

      “Cort, we really do have to get it back. And soon. Really!”

      He watched her hands clench. One of them absently reached back into her pocket and he could guess she was fingering her little good-luck rock again. He saw her lovely face take on a desperate expression.

      “Do you want to tell me the whole story?” he bluntly demanded.

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “Can’t you make an exception this time and just give us back the knife? On my honor, it isn’t stolen,” she gushed.

      He sighed and rolled his eyes briefly. “We’ve been through this.”

      She covered her face with her hands. “This can’t be happening.”

      He gently took her wrists and pulled them down to her sides. “Just tell me the truth.”

      Dawna chewed on her lower lip before beginning. “It isn’t just a dagger with a pretty handle.” She swallowed hard before continuing. “It-It’s called an athame. My family has to have it back, to join with other objects. It has a ceremonial purpose.”

      A bit unnerved, Cort stepped back. “An athame is something witches use isn’t it?”

      She gazed up at him. “You know about witchcraft?”

      “Yeah, I’ve read about it. You’re telling me that you and Morbius are witches?”

      She simply nodded.

      Cort rubbed the back of his neck with one hand.

      He knew about pagans from police training. Though different from most religions, witches or pagans were actually harmless. “All right…I guess I can deal with that. But what’s so special about this knife…athame?” he corrected. “Can’t you use another one? And why do you need it so fast?”

      “It’ll be Halloween soon,” Dawna pointed out. “That particular athame is sacred. Only that one will do.”

      “Ah…Halloween,” he muttered, “I should have known that would creep into the conversation sooner or later, especially since I’m talking to a witch who’s carrying a lucky rock.”

      She glared at him. “You needn’t sound so patronizing.”

      “Dawna, I know that other witches have athames. There have to be dozens of shops in Salem that sell them,” he suggested. “Just find another one. And when I clear yours I’ll send it to you. Hell, I’ll even make sure it’s insured!”

      She shook her head. “I’m not down with your derisive tone. You don’t understand…your idea won’t work.”

      He briefly closed his eyes and grabbed onto what little of his patience was left and said, “Why not?”

      “I’m not supposed to―”

      “Dawna…just spit it out!” he angrily interrupted. “You and you’re uncle are hiding something and I’m sick of the bullshit!”

      “All right…but you aren’t going to believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      She sighed heavily before saying, “The athame is very old. Because of my family’s noble, Celtic lineage, ancestors were entrusted with the athame’s safety centuries ago. Other families were entrusted with other sacred objects.”

      “Go on,” he prompted when a hesitant look appeared on her face.

      “Each year, all these relics are brought together. To keep what we’re doing secret, this isn’t done at the same place.”

      “Am I about to hear something where your rights need to be read?”

      “No!” she injected then quickly continued. “When gathered, the items invoke a special power―one that induces the season and brings it to fruition. But all of the objects must be present.”

      “Or what?”

      “Cort…if I don’t get back the Sacred Athame of Samhain, there won’t be a Halloween. Anywhere. A spell cast many millennia ago will be broken.”

      Cort stared at her. “Okay. I’m still listening, though I don’t know why.”

      “Your attention is appreciated,” she sarcastically announced while putting her hands on her hips. “You’d better listen harder because this very thing has almost happened before. Events of war and thieves seeking to obtain the objects’ powers are among the reasons why Samhain was almost lost to the world. But never in history has the season been threatened because a Nightshade got drunk and let a cop lock up one of the objects. Uncle Morbius is in so much trouble it isn’t even funny!” she finished.

      “If this is some kind of joke, I’m not amused,” he acerbically uttered. “In fact, you’re beginning to piss me off!”

      “Do you see me laughing?” she slowly responded. “If I don’t get the athame to Salem, where the ceremony is to be held, there won’t be a Halloween. The original spell was cast in a time when people knew we had magic powers and persecuted us for it.”

      “I thought witches didn’t believe in hurting anyone. Or was I told wrong?”

      “Did you just hear anything I said?” she countered. “The spell was invoked in another time. I didn’t say I agreed with it, but I haven’t had my life threatened, nor have I lived through the death of my family because of my beliefs. After the spell went into effect, people understood that keeping us from practicing witchcraft endangered the season. They quit trying to kill us! You get it?”

      Cort dragged one hand over his face. To hear Dawna spouting all that garbage was more than he could tolerate. It seemed mental stability was not a Nightshade family trait. For some reason, his mood sunk to an all-time low. It was difficult to hear this intelligent, beautiful woman defending such superstition.

      As he had many times since meeting Morbius and his niece, Cort grabbed his patience once more and tried to quell his temper. “All right…I’ll humor you,” he grudgingly offered. “Assuming what you say is true, these objects would have to have been assembled in pre-history. Halloween is pretty old. And while that knife I saw certainly looks ancient, that kind of craftsmanship couldn’t have existed in the pre-Christian/Celtic world, or wherever the hell these things were made.”

      “I wasn’t aware that a policeman from Maple Corners was an expert on Celtic artifacts or even knew that Halloween originated with the Celts,” she mockingly retorted. “But just so you understand…these objects were forged in fires that were conjured by Merlin. Magic made them, magic the likes of which the world will never see again. They don’t age and will always be around.”

      He dragged his hands through his hair.

      “There’s a bronze, jewel-encrusted cauldron, a gold chalice, sacred crystals, a sword and other items. Like I told you, these are all cared for and kept secret by other families. The Nightshades’ job was to look after one single athame…or knife, as you insist on calling it. Uncle Morbius will likely have his powers removed and will be shunned. And that’s the least of what will happen!”

      “You’re c-crazy,” he rudely spluttered while pointing an index finger at her.

      Dawna glared at him. “What you think of me isn’t important. All that matters is getting the athame to Salem. Furthermore…you aren’t supposed to know any of this.”

      “Okay. For the sake of argument, I’ll play along one last time.” He took a deep breath to steady his nerves. “Except for the candy companies not getting a load of money, what could happen if Halloween doesn’t come?”

      “Let me explain it to you a little more specifically,” she shot back in irritation. “Halloween isn’t just about trick-or-treating or wearing costumes. It represents an entire season of the year. It belongs where it is for a reason.”

      “And you’re about to say that―”

      “I’ll try to explain what will happen in our neck of the woods, never mind the rest of the planet.”

      “Oh…I’m all ears,” he told her and knew his jibe hit home when she clenched her hands.

      “Without that season in this hemisphere, we’d all go straight from summer to winter. If the crops that’re growing don’t get harvested quickly, they’ll freeze. That means less food. And some crops don’t grow at any other time except autumn, again, less food,” she adamantly persisted. “Some grains won’t have enough time to mature. Animals would have no time to prepare for hibernation. The very earth itself will be adversely affected. To sum it all up…while we use Halloween as a calendar date to invoke the spell, it’s the entire season we’re protecting!”

      Her quickly worded tirade almost had him wanting to arrest her and throw the cell keys away. Sadly, he now realized that she really was loony. He held up his hands to stop any more foolishness. “Okay, enough of the melodramatic fairytales―”

      “Dammit, I’m not kidding, Cort! People will die. A lot of them. There’s a balance that has to be maintained. Without it, things start to suck and blow. Real quick. And, in this case, it’ll happen because a hardheaded cop and a drunk Wiccan elder had to run into one another at the very worst time.”

      Whatever Cort thought, it was clear Dawna believed the crap. Her persistence with this crazy story had his gut twisting into knots. “I-I don’t know what to say. This is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. And trust me…I’ve heard a lot of shit.”

      “Keep a hold of the athame long enough and you’ll start to see things go wrong.” She moved very close to him. “I don’t know what I can do to convince you. Something tells me you don’t believe in much of anything. But there is one thing I’m sure of.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “You’re a man like any other. If you can’t trust me as one human being to another, then maybe I can find a way to coax it from you as one woman to one man.”

      Cort stood absolutely still as she brought her arms up and looped them around his shoulders. She raised her face, abruptly pulled his head down to hers and kissed him long, deep, and hard.

      Breaking the contact just wasn’t an option. It was the most world-shattering kiss he’d ever encountered. His entire body went hot; blood rushed to his groin.

      He dropped his flashlight, pulled her close and opened his mouth wide. Their tongues met and he felt her tremble with need. Some corner of his brain registered that he’d wanted to do this since she’d walked out of the sunshine and into his life. And he wanted so much more, starting with a night of hot, raw, feral sex.
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      Cort gently but firmly pushed her against the wall of a building and rotated his hips against hers. Finally, she broke the kiss and tilted her head slightly back.

      His chest was heaving. He thrust one hand into her hair and began to kiss her throat. It was soft and smelled of spices and herbs. “This can’t be happening,” he murmured.

      “I want you, too,” she responded as he ran his lips over her face and mouth, and his hands pulled her hips toward his.

      “There’s a better place for this,” Cort whispered as he backed away a few inches. “Come with me.”

      She nodded and wrapped her arm around his waist.

      While he wouldn’t take her hand before, he now pulled her entire body very close. He led her down the street toward the bed and breakfast where a nice warm room waited.

      Dawna didn’t hesitate. If she was using him, he was letting her. Something deep inside him wanted to believe she wouldn’t follow through with what was about to happen―just to get her property back. They’d be sorry for having sex if arguing over that damn knife was the only reason.

      Still, she walked with her arm around him, caressing his side as she moved. Cort kept his contact as close.

      They quietly walked up the stairs to her room. For now, he had no intention of emotionally distancing himself. All he could remember was that searing kiss. Thinking of what could come after it obsessed him. His body burned for want of her.

      Dawna quietly opened the door to her room and closed it. The low lamplight wasn’t something she could have planned. But it provided the perfect ambience for a late-night lover’s tryst.

      In that light, the pale cream walls with the soft, dark green bedspread seemed to call invitingly. She tugged her sweater off and he pulled her into his embrace.

      Breathing deeply, he let his hands wander over the soft, white skin of her back and shoulders. The lacy white push-up bra she wore made her breasts lusciously appealing. With an ease that surprised him, he undid the elaborate hook in front of the bra and let all that soft flesh spilling forward fill his hands. Dawna tossed her hair back over her shoulders and moaned so softly that he barely heard the sound. He needed to hear more.

      He pulled off his sweatshirt and had the satisfaction of feeling her lean into his chest.

      Skin touched skin. All the while, their gazes never faltered. Her beautiful blue eyes bewitched him.

      She tilted her head back as his mouth claimed hers in another hot, deep kiss. He loosened his jeans even as she unbuckled the belt on her own.

      His hands moved down to her hips, helping her. It seemed they were unclothed in only moments. She boldly let her gaze wander over his body, and he saw the lust in her eyes at the prospect of having him. Something in his chest broke free. Before him stood a goddess; ready to taste and touch. He didn’t want to want her but every cell in his entire body was alive with desire.

      Every inch of Dawna’s body was beautifully proportioned. It was a study in line and composition; no artist could have crafted anything as lovely. When she placed a kiss in the middle of his chest and ran the inside of one of her long legs up the outside of his, his erection was as hard as it could get. It pressed into her stomach and midriff as she writhed against him in expectation. The softness of her skin against it was heavenly.

      “Do you have any protection?” he whispered, “I don’t. I wasn’t expecting this.”

      She nodded. “In-In my purse.” She pulled him backward onto the bed as she reached for her handbag and the condoms within.

      When she brought one of the small packets out of her bag, Cort quickly tore it open and handed her the sheath. “Put it on me,” he invited and rolled onto his back. As she did so, her fingers were warm and adventurous. They wandered up and down the length of his shaft and he squirmed in excitement. “Keep that up, and I’ll be ready much sooner than you think.”

      “The sooner the better.”

      Cort rolled on top of her and simultaneously kissed and caressed every part of her warm, soft body he could reach. His fingers traced a pattern between her thighs and opened soft, moist flesh there. He felt her hands wander over him as freely. Her fingers traced soft patterns on his butt and her gem-blue eyes seared into the deepest part of his soul. For that moment in time, he wanted to stay in her arms forever. It’d been so long since he’d wanted a woman this much. She was sweet, vibrant, and warm, even if she was crazy. Fingering her caused her small body to lurch upward.

      “Come inside me, Cort. Now…don’t wait.”

      He raised his body, let her hand come between them to guide him, then slid gently inside her. Her legs wrapped around him and he was sure he’d died and gone to heaven. Every nerve in his penis fired with intense pleasure.

      “I can’t believe this,” he muttered and adjusted his body to drive deeply within her. “I’ve never felt anything so good.”

      She responded by tightening her legs around him and lifting her hips. “More,” she begged.

      He kissed her and moved his hips back and forth until she grasped at his shoulders and moaned into his mouth. By moving the way he was, every part of her softest flesh was being intimately caressed by his shaft. Her responses told him more surely than any words; she adored what he was doing.

      He kept at it and felt his seed rushing.

      She threw her head back until her throat was exposed to his kisses. He picked up the pace, made sure her nipples and his met as he stroked into her and lifted her lower back with one hand. He actually felt the beginnings of her clenching orgasm just as he was losing control.

      Her body throbbed around his penis. It was the first time in his life any woman had completed the act, at the same time as he did. The feeling was thrilling. For a moment, he forgot everything as her arms wound around his neck and her gentle hands stroked his back. They lay in each other’s arms and caressed, slowly, and longingly.

      “Cort, that was perfect.”

      He lifted his face only a breath away from hers. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      They kissed slowly and held each other for a long time. He didn’t know what it would take, but he had to keep her near; even if it meant holding onto that damned knife for the entire six months he was allowed.

      Nothing in his life had ever been sweeter than lying in that soft bed with her. She’d known exactly how to move and provoke a simultaneous response that shook his universe. A heavy weight felt as if it had been pulled off his chest.

      She snuggled into the covers and pulled them over them both.

      “Hold me?” she asked.

      “Move closer.” He rolled onto his side and pulled her to him. They were still gazing into each other’s eyes when a soft, comfortable sleep finally claimed them.
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        * * *

      

      “Having had a taste of heaven, you’ll come to know hell. My book will include your story…your very soul.”

      Sometime in the night, Cort dreamed of Annie again. This time, Dawna was in the story and he was being forced decide which of them to save. They were both in the same dirty alley when the gunman raised his weapon and alternately aimed it at the two women. It was a bizarre twist that he couldn’t have imagined.

      How was he supposed to choose? He broke into a cold sweat and begged the gunman to take him instead. The plea fell on deaf ears as the laughing shooter fired several rounds.

      Before he could see who was hit, he plunged out of the nightmare and back into reality. He was sitting up in bed, sweating profusely and Dawna was trying to comfort him. Her voice sounded far away and unreal.

      He threw the covers aside and stood in the middle of the room. Moonlight drew him to a window, and he quickly pulled it open. He dragged cool air into his lungs and that was when he saw it.

      There, like a wraith in the night, was a faded-out entity. It had a grotesque, bloodcurdling face, and its entire form floated inches above the sidewalk. For an instant, he thought the apparition was still part of his nightmare but the thing became more visible and tangible as he watched.

      “My God! What are you?” he whispered.

      Dawna rushed from the bed to stand beside him. “Come away from the window. Don’t look at it.”

      What Cort heard next chilled his heart.

      “She only wants the athame. That’s all she cares about. Didn’t she tell you that she would coax it from you?”

      The voice echoed through the room as it moved closer and closer to the building.

      “The little witch will do anything…say anything…to get it back. You’ve been used.”

      Cort backed away and resisted the childish temptation to cover his ears with his hands. “Stay the hell away from me!”

      “Don’t listen to it,” Dawna pleaded. “Come to me, Cort.” She opened her arms and tried to pull him away from the figure that undulated outside the window.

      “The witch is using you,” the entity repeated. “What would Annie think if she knew you were in the arms of another woman? Think of Annie. Remember how she died and how you let her,” it droned. “How could you do this to the memory of a woman you loved? How could you wallow with the little witch?”

      Unable to fight of the thing’s influence, Cort angrily turned on the only other human within the room. “You must really want that fucking knife bad…you’d even spread your legs for a complete stranger to get it!”

      Momentarily stunned, Dawna backed away. “That thing is telling you how to feel, Cort. I’m not your enemy. It is.”

      He grabbed his clothes and began to pull them on in haste. “You’ll have to do much better, honey. I don’t like being used. As far as that damned knife goes, you’ll get it back when frost forms at the outermost regions of hell.”

      “Cort, listen to me,” she begged, “that thing wants you and it may even want to stop Halloween. Do what is says and it’ll own you.”

      “Tell it to somebody who gives a shit!” he viciously shot back after pulling on his boots. “I can’t do this to Annie.”

      “Who is she?”

      Cort slammed the door as he departed.
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        * * *

      

      After standing in stunned silence for several moments, Dawna finally bolted toward the window. The thing was gone.

      Who was Annie and why did this monster have such a hold on Cort? What did it want from him?

      “Morbius was right,” she murmured to herself. “There’s a reason we’re here. Maybe the good in the athame is trying to fight off this creature. Maybe the athame brought us here to help.”

      She quickly found her clothing, redressed, and raced after Cort. On the street, there wasn’t any sign of him. Surely, someone in town would know his whereabouts, but waking folks at this hour would cause a lot of gossip. That was the last thing Cort needed.

      She turned around and went back inside the small inn. As soon as the sun was up, she intended to wake her uncle and get to the bottom of this. Together, they might be able to fight this malignant force that was forcing itself into Cort’s life. Why it mattered wasn’t relevant for the present. She just couldn’t let that horrible life form have a very sad victim.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, she paced back and forth in the vacant downstairs dining room while her uncle sat and listened.

      “May I ask why that young man was in your room in the first place?”

      Dawna stopped moving and stared pointedly at her uncle. “That’s none of your business.”

      Morbius cleared his throat. “You’re quite right. As to Cort’s predicament…I believe my first instincts were correct. Something about the man’s past has drawn this presence,” he stressed. “I believe it seeks our friend in order to capture his soul.”

      “Yeah…a good old fashioned soul stealer…that’s what I thought. But how do we know for sure? I mean…it could really be after the athame. Using Cort and getting us to defend him might be a ploy to get to the blade,” she reasoned.

      “This is true. But its age, in those few moments I sensed it at the police station, makes me ponder.” Morbius shook his head in confusion. “I can’t be certain…but it makes sense that if this thing was after the sacred objects, and it’s as old and powerful as I believe it to be, then it could have previously made appearances in front of our ancestors and fought them for control of the artifacts.” He scratched his head. “And that brings up another question.”

      “Which is?”

      “Why would we never have heard of this particular monstrosity if its objective were the relics? We know other such creatures exist, but no entity like this one.”

      “Maybe it’s only making itself known now because it needs the athame at this time in history, and for some nefarious reason we can’t understand.” She sighed in frustration. “If the Halloween artifacts are really what it’s after, this soul stealer will have all the food it needs for a long time,” Dawna argued. ”The seasons would be altered and everything on earth would suffer. That would certainly suit the creature’s needs since it seems to feed off pain. I mean…it could have taken Cort last night. It’s apparently toying with him.” She let out a long breath. “Maybe I just misinterpreted its desire to feed.”

      “Let’s consider the primary facts,” Morbius calmly stated. “Surely this aged beast would have come after us if it’s only after the athame.”

      Dawna dragged her fingers through her hair. “Okay…assuming you’re right and this thing isn’t after the athame or the other Samhain objects, then it does want Cort. It was using something in his life as a sort of conduit, and the sacred objects and those protecting them are safe. Their presence is irrelevant. Is that correct?”

      Morbius shrugged noncommittally. “It can’t be discounted that the entity will have many souls from which to feed if the athame isn’t recovered in time. The life form may have inadvertently stumbled onto a way to induce suffering in billions, gaining an almost inexhaustible food source. By keeping Cort suffering over some past incident, this soul stealer keeps the athame locked up…Halloween never happens,” he mused. “Unfortunately, we both know the rest if that comes to pass.”

      “Uncle Morbius…what are we going do? I don’t know how to fight this monster. Whatever its real purpose, it scares the crap out of me!” She stretched out one hand in a gesture of supplication.

      Morbius clasped her fingers in his palm. “Perhaps we can stop it, but only if we know about that part of Cort’s life that haunts him. It must be something terribly tragic for this parasite to be attracted. That misfortune is acting like a fuel source. It’s enabling this demon.”

      “Cort said it was about Annie.”

      “Ah, yes. You mentioned that name,” Morbius recalled. “This woman must be the key.”

      Donna chewed on her lower lip before saying, “After last night, I don’t think he’s going to talk to me. Maybe you should?”

      Morbius shrugged. “I’ll certainly try. If Cort has somehow lost this woman and she was very important to him, I know how unbearably heavy such sorrow can be.”

      Dawna sadly smiled and put her arms around her uncle’s neck. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

      He hugged her then reached for his coat. “Well, I’ll do the best I can, my sweet. I think I know where to find him. He’ll probably be at work.”

      Dawna watched her uncle walk out the front door, then sat on the overstuffed parlor sofa to think. Recovering the athame was crucial. But Cort still had to be free of this deplorable thing in his life; a force that would either drive him mad or take his life force.

      She closed her eyes and thought about the way he’d held her the night before, and how he’d bestowed tender touches and deep, meaningful kisses. How soft and yearning his expression had been. His lovemaking had been tender but insistent. He’d done everything he could to make her experience blissful, right along with his own enjoyment. It was as though he had been searching for some elusive peace and had finally found it. Perhaps she had, too. If there was good magic working for their benefit, and if it originated with the athame, she hoped there would be enough magical power for them both.

      After this, her life would never be the same and she knew it. All she could think about was holding Cort again and hearing his deep voice whisper to her in the night. She wanted to feel his gentle hands on her body and know she was deeply cared for. He had made her feel infinitely desirable. The man flat knew how to make love and leave an unquenchable desire in his absence.

      She let out a deep breath and went in search of the magical talismans she always brought along while traveling. Perhaps casting a spell for a good outcome would help Morbius’s efforts. Certainly, lighting a white candle, writing a helpful quatrain, and visualizing a way to repel that awful creature wouldn’t hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Morbius walked into the police station and stood in the open door. He cleared his throat before speaking. “May I have a word with you?”

      Cort slammed the file drawer shut and slowly turned to face the older man. “If it’s about that damned knife, you’re wasting your time. Your pretty little niece attempted to get it back last night and you wouldn’t believe the lengths she went to.”

      Morbius slammed the door and marched toward the towering policeman. “What my niece did or didn’t do should remain between the two of you unless she’s willing to discuss it. A gentleman wouldn’t even make the reference.”

      Cort stared at the older man for a long time before slowly speaking. “For some damned reason, your opinion matters.” He sighed and swallowed hard. “I-I’m sorry, Morbius. That remark was uncalled for. I’m not a complete asshole! I know better.”

      Morbius watched Cort’s confused and worried expression. It appeared the larger man might not have slept. “Are you feeling well…son?”

      Cort almost smiled. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s called me that. Not since my parents died.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “To answer your question, I don’t know.” He sat behind his desk and slouched.

      “Do you remember what you saw last night? Dawna told me what happened but I want to know what you remember.”

      Cort gazed up at the man. “I wanted to believe it was part of a bad dream. But it wasn’t…was it?”

      “No. It was no dream and not even a nightmare. There are things in this world that can’t be explained away in any book. Not by science or philosophers though many have tried,” he quietly explained. “This force in your life is being drawn to you for a reason. A very evil one. You mustn’t let it take over your thoughts or invade your heart.” He watched the younger man stand and prowl around the room like a caged animal.

      “I don’t know what to do. This isn’t something I know how to fight.”

      Morbius stopped Cort’s pacing by placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Sit and talk to me. I might be able to help.”

      Cort did as he was bid. “What can anyone do about a…a monster?”

      Morbius watched as Cort’s eyes took on a horrified look. “You must tell me what there is in your past. What is it that keeps you worried, my boy?” His query was met with silence.

      “Lad, who is Annie?” Morbius prompted gently.

      Cort gripped the arms of his chair. He stared at Morbius a long time before speaking. “I…I killed her.”

      Morbius’s brows shot up. “Tell me, son.”

      “She and I were partners in New York. A street cop there has to be pretty savvy,” Cort explained. “I didn’t train her well enough.”

      “You were in love with this woman?”

      “Y-Yeah,” he brokenly responded. “We hid it from everyone, but I wanted to marry her someday.”

      “When was this, Cort? How long ago?”

      “Three years. Sometimes, it feels like it just happened. I still have nightmares about it.”

      Morbius watched as Cort’s grip tightened on the arms of his chair. “Do you think she would blame you for what happened?”

      Cort took a deep breath and stood. “It was my fault. My responsibility to see she stayed safe.”

      “And if the situation was reversed, would you want her torturing herself…” Morbius kindly began, then let his words trail away when he sensed nasty tendrils of evil filtering their way through the room. He saw Cort turn his attention to the window. The policeman then got up and walked toward the palpable malevolence like an automaton. Morbius quickly made his way to the window to join Cort.

      “It’s there,” Cort told him. “I can’t see it but I can feel it.”

      Morbius gazed outside and in the same direction Cort was looking. The sun shone brightly. The beautiful, early fall day couldn’t have been more perfect. There was no sign of anything amiss, but he was still certain that the being was there. He was convinced that whatever had happened to the younger man previously, Cort would always know when the thing was present.

      “Don’t give in to the malicious feelings, lad. This thing only wants to hurt you,” Morbius sternly instructed. “It lies and will tell you that friends are enemies.”

      Morbius saw Cort turn his head slightly, as if he were trying to listen to the sound advice but was having a difficult time processing it. The expression on the policeman’s face was agonized.

      “I can feel it writhing outside the station walls,” Cort cautioned. “It’s like a worm trying to work its way out from under a rock.” He breathed heavier. “I’m trying to listen to you, Morbius. But the entity is strong.”

      “The old man is like the little witch. Why would either of them pursue your painful past were it not in an effort to retrieve that item they desire?” The Story Keeper insisted. “They care nothing for you. All they want is the athame. They don’t care about Annie. Only you do. Only you can keep her memory alive. Only you can keep her close to your heart.”

      Cort’s fists clenched. As with Dawna, he turned against the man pretending to be his friend. “Why don’t you wave a magic wand if you want that damned athame back? You people just don’t give up, do you?”

      Morbius backed up.

      Cort stalked him until the older man’s back was against the inside of the front door. “Get the hell out of my life, old man! And tell that little whore to leave me alone,” he shouted. “Did you send her to find me, last night? To sleep with me? Was that part of your plan to get back property that’s probably stolen?” he slowly shook his head in outrage. “You must think I’m some kind of idiot. A small town cop with no brains. Is that it?”

      “This isn’t you talking. Listen to yourself.” Morbius nodded toward the window. “That wretched entity is telling you what to think and suggesting how you should feel. And you’re letting it. You’d rather let guilt and anger suffocate you than accept help,” Morbius reached out his hand. “Until you let the past go, this horrible spirit will keep haunting you. One day, there’ll be nothing of you left…not even a memory.”

      Cort pulled the door open forcing Morbius to step onto the stoop as he did. “Get out. Leave me the hell alone!”

      Morbius nodded. “I’ll leave for now, my boy. But I won’t abandon you to the devices of this terrifying presence. No matter what you say, we’ll be here for you.”
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      Morbius slowly stroked his chin. “Cort didn’t leave any word where he was going?”

      “No, Mr. Nightshade. Sarge just called me off patrol, left me in charge, then got in his car and hauled ass out of town. Uh…excuse the language, Miss.” The officer nodded in deference to Dawna’s presence.

      Dawna lifted a hand in dismissal and asked, “Will he be back on duty tomorrow?”

      “It’s normally his day off. He’ll probably be at his place all day. He doesn’t get into town much. Me and some of the other guys have invited him to come over and throw burgers on the grill. But I guess a man like him doesn’t want to have much to do with us small-town cops. I mean, he’s seen real action. Why would he want to hang out with us?”

      Dawna watched the young officer’s crestfallen expression. Clearly, Cort’s subordinate thought of his sergeant in mythic proportions. This young man wanted his boss to like and respect him. Cort had done a good job of keeping his distance.

      People at the bed and breakfast confirmed this same behavior. Dawna found Sergeant O’Leary’s unapproachable reputation quite pathetic. Everyone liked him, but they were almost afraid to get to know him. Cort hadn’t reciprocated in any gestures of kindness, other than to act professionally aloof. That was the information she’d gleaned so far.

      While the young man standing in front of her might think the loss was his, Cort was really the biggest loser. His self-imposed isolation may have drawn out the very entity that was trying to possess him.

      Dawna smiled engagingly at the younger man. “Is it possible for me to get Sergeant O’Leary’s address?”

      “Well, I’m not supposed to give out that information…him being a cop and all.” The officer shrugged, then grinned. “What the hell…everybody in these parts knows where he lives. Somebody’s bound to tell you if I don’t.” He turned to a map hanging on the wall and pointed to a particular spot. “It’s an old farm house outside of town. Go east about five miles until you get to the old tree that got hit by lightning…you’ll see where I’m talking about. Then turn down the dirt road that’s on the left.”

      Dawna nodded and grinned at him. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell him you told. And I’m not going up there to do him any harm. I think you already know that.”

      The young officer nodded at her and waved goodbye when she and Morbius walked out of the police station.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure that going after Cort is wise, my dear? He’s not doing a very good job

      at fighting off this evil force,” Morbius warned. “I’m not sure he even wants to. His

      behavior is becoming quite unstable. Perhaps I should go with you.”

      “No, Uncle…I want to do this alone. I’ll be all right.”

      Morbius reluctantly nodded. “Time is running out, love.”

      “I know. We have to get the athame soon.”

      “I was speaking of time where Cort was concerned. That foul manifestation is feeding off anger and pain that it’s actually causing. If it isn’t stopped soon―”

      Dawna had only been pretending to misunderstand her uncle’s reference to time. For the moment, neither of them was worried about the athame as much as they feared for Cort. No one should have to endure that kind of haunting evil in their life.
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        * * *

      

      Dawna drove the direction the officer had given. In this small town, isolating himself resulted in Cort’s appearing elusive and even snobbish. To some extent, her first assumption about Cort having invited this trouble into his life was true. If he’d made any attempt to befriend those around him, the thing stalking him could never have gathered enough power to stay. It was enjoying his loneliness and his guilt over the death of a loved one. Her uncle’s recitation of the events, as explained by Cort, had been enough for her to put some pieces of his past together.

      When Cort’s home came into sight, her first impression was one of sadness.

      The old farmhouse needed painting. Surrounding it was a lingering sense of loneliness and decay. The home had probably known many happy times, but now sat forlornly on the top of its little hill.

      The wrought-iron fence surrounding the structure needed welding. There had probably been a lovely garden within that enclosure. The owners wouldn’t have opted for such an expensive barrier if not to protect beloved rose bushes or prized peonies. Now, nothing but tufts of dried-up grass dotted the yard.

      An ancient maple tree sat to one side of the three-story, gabled structure. Its silhouette reminded her of an image on a Halloween postcard. At one time, this residence was probably the loveliest in the entire county. People didn’t build places like it anymore. It spoke of class, dignity, and Victorian elegance, even in neglect.

      There were several elaborate, stained glass patterns on the front windows. She could imagine how striking these would have been from the roadside, when backlit by lamps. This time of year, it was just as easy to imagine carved pumpkins sitting in those windows. They’d be glowing with welcoming, if ghoulish, smiles.

      In her mind, she could see dozens of cars parked at the bottom of the hill, children racing across the newly landscaped lawn and autumn leaves merrily falling from the tree. The old place would make a wonderful location for parties. From the size of it, there’d be room for half the town. The other half could be bobbing for apples and dancing in the barn. They could be strolling in the moonlight, in a lamplit, backyard garden.

      There could be tables stretched across the lawn, laden with scrumptious Halloween fare; jack-o-lanterns might be sitting on landscape stones and on the massive front porch.

      She shook her head to drive off images of happier times. When the last owners left this place, they must have wept for love of it. The entire property cried out to be treasured. It seemed as bereft and as alone as its current occupant.

      She slowly exited her car and looked around but sensed nothing of the demon force that stalked Cort.

      “Hello…anyone home?” she called.
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        * * *

      

      From the back of the house, Cort heard the car pull up. He felt his heart lurch when he heard her voice. Guilt over the way he’d treated her and Morbius warred with his suspicion concerning her motives. Still, he was glad for the company. The truth was that he was a bit frightened of being alone at the old farm after dark, especially since something supernatural was intent on driving him insane. Every waking hour, the creature had him unnerved. He couldn’t blame the thing’s presence on Dawna and her uncle. It had appeared to him before they had arrived in town. He now recognized that fact. He’d just shoved its earlier appearance into the recesses of his consciousness, attributing it to bad dreams or failing sanity. It was harder to dismiss it when Dawna and Morbius saw it as well. Their acknowledgement of the beast made it real.

      Perhaps it’d been waiting for him for a very long time and he’d been deluding himself. If that was the case, then he’d done the right thing in keeping people at bay. There was no reason to tempt the malicious force into other lives.

      His shirt was off and sweat covered his upper body when he walked to the front of the house to meet her. He’d been hammering back porch boards down when she’d arrived. The chore was hard work meant to keep his mind on anything but the gruesome entity. It hadn‘t worked.

      As he got closer to her, he saw her gaze move over his body. The appreciation of his physique was quite obvious. For an instant, he wanted to hold her again. But the entity chasing him was out there, somewhere in the fields beyond his house. It would know and it would fill him with pain again if he sought any measure of comfort. The thing wouldn’t stop with hurting him.

      “Hello, Cort. I hope you don’t mind me being here…I had to see if you were all right.”

      He took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      She walked closer to him. “Can we talk?”

      He put his hands on his hips, dug the toe of one work boot into the ground and looked down. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You could offer me a cup of coffee or tea.”

      He remained silent, wanting her to stay and knowing he should get her away from the farm as soon as possible. That thing was out there. Somewhere.

      “I’m gonna hang around until we get this settled. So, we may as well be in your kitchen sharing some java as opposed to standing out here staring at each other.”

      He let out a long breath, nodded and motioned for her to follow him into the house. When they walked through the front door, he heard her gasp and turned to see her admiring the work he’d managed to accomplish, in the months prior to acknowledging the stalking presence.

      The rustic furniture he’d chosen blended with the earth tones of the walls. He’d scattered rugs on the floor and placed crockery in artful arrangements, replicating what he’d seen in magazines while accommodating his taste.

      “You have a beautiful home, Cort. It’s a shame you’re out here all by yourself.”

      “What makes you think I am?” he glibly replied.

      “People in town say otherwise.” She quickly held up a hand. “And no, I’m not gossiping with the locals. They openly remark about your desire for privacy.”

      He simply gazed at the shiny, hardwood floor.

      “There are a lot of people who would love seeing a different side to you than the town’s elusive Sergeant O’Leary―the big city cop from New York,” she encouraged. “Maybe some of them would visit if they thought they’d be welcome.”

      He moved into the kitchen, grabbed a can of coffee, and got to the point. “Why are you here, Dawna? You didn’t come to discuss my relationship with the locals. What do you want?”

      “I was just wondering why you like being alone.”

      He slowly faced her from the other side of a long breakfast bar. “Why do you and Morbius give a damn? Why would anyone?”

      “If you think the only reason I care is to get our property back, then I feel sorry for you,” she declared. “But maybe you really like listening to that presence. Maybe it suits you to have it near.” When he continued to idly pick out mugs for their coffee and didn’t respond, she continued. “Has it come back?”

      Cort turned away from her. “Not yet.”

      “It will…and soon.” She didn’t like confirming this, but he had to face it.

      “Maybe. But it might get tired of harassing me and go find some easier pickings. I don’t know and I don’t care,” he lied.

      “Okay. If thinking that way makes you feel better, go ahead. Play games with that entity. You’re no match for it and it’ll eventually get what it wants. Even if it has to hurt someone else to get to you,” she angrily cautioned. “I could have helped if you’d wanted me to, but you’re too full of self-pity.” She quickly made her way to the front door.

      Cort athletically swung himself over the countertop and grabbed one of her arms. “Don’t go!”

      “Why should I stay and watch you willingly fall victim to that ghoul? It wants you, not me,” she asserted. “You listen to it and buy into its lies. I’m only around you to seduce you into getting my property back. Isn’t that what you told my uncle?”

      Cort dropped his hand from her arm, backed away and let his gaze fall to the floor. “I-I’m sorry. I’m sorry about a lot of things lately…I’ve been acting crazy. I just…I don’t…” he let his words trail away.

      Dawna immediately regretted her harshness but saying what she had was the only way to get him to think.

      “You’re using some kind of reverse psychology, aren’t you?” Cort finally asked.

      She smiled. “Why would I go to the trouble if I didn’t give a damn?” The lost look he shot her almost sent her to her knees.

      “Why would you care about me when I don’t?”

      “Come here,” she whispered and held her arms open for him.
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        * * *

      

      Cort walked right into her inviting embrace. The world from which he’d come had taught him not to let anyone get under his skin. In the short time this quiet beauty had been in his life, she and her persistent uncle had stolen their way right into his heart.

      These new feelings scared the hell out of him, almost as much as the thing he knew was waiting somewhere nearby.

      “You don’t want to be alone tonight, do you?” she murmured as she held him.

      “No. I’ve never been more scared of anything in my life. Whatever it is, it’s cold and heartless. And maybe you’re right. Maybe I’ve led it right to me.” He paused to gaze into her eyes. “Could it be that this is something I deserve? Did Morbius tell you everything I said? Including the part where I got someone I loved killed?”

      She put her hands on either side of his face. “You listen to me. No one deserves that demon.” She nodded toward the front door. “It’s using your guilt to gain strength, to get inside your head and get you ready to harvest,” she insisted. “Think of all the people who’ve ever cared about you. Do you think they’d want it to win? Would they want you to give up on life?” she earnestly asked. “And do you think the woman you loved would agree that you got her killed?”

      “I-I don’t know,” he whispered.

      “Cort?”

      “N-No. I guess not.”

      “Then, what do you want to do about it?”

      He waved a hand as if doing so could send the presence away. “Get it away from me and out of my life for good.”

      “Then I’ll help…if you’ll let me.”

      He sighed and nodded. “I must seem pretty two-faced to you. Accepting your help when I told you I didn’t believe in magic or your story about the knife…athame,” he corrected. “You’ve gotta be thinking that I’m a hypocritical turd. I mean…here I am being haunted by some…thing…that we’ve seen and heard, yet I couldn’t make the stretch to believe in witchcraft.”

      Dawna shrugged. “I can’t expect you to believe in something that’s been kept a secret for good reasons. But I will have to have the athame back after we beat this presence in your life. You understand that don’t you?”

      “Yeah. If I can be manipulated by some creature, I can certainly believe there’ll be no Halloween without that athame.”

      For a moment they stared at each other and something passed between them that couldn’t be voiced. He recognized it as implicit trust. It felt good to finally give it. “Why don’t you finish brewing that coffee? I’ll clean up,” Cort suggested.

      “Sure.” She smiled and placed a comforting hand on one of his biceps before he walked away.
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        * * *

      

      As Cort stood under the shower, he wondered about the strange events leading to this moment. It seemed he’d known the Nightshades a lifetime instead of just a few short days. They were all connected in such a way that their ties could never be severed, nor did he want them cut.

      If Dawna were able to help him get rid of the demonic presence, what would his life be like afterward?

      He pulled on an old flannel shirt and some jeans and made his way to the kitchen barefooted. He almost smiled when Dawna domestically stood before the stove frying up some bacon and eggs. She placed a steaming mug of coffee in front of him.

      “You didn’t have to cook for me,” he said as he sniffed the wonderful aroma.

      “I was hungry. Since I was raiding your fridge, I thought I’d better fix some for you. Looked as though you were working pretty hard when I showed up.”

      “I was trying to fill time,” he admitted. “You and I both know we’re just sitting here waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      During the meal, he repeatedly glanced out a nearby window, leaving half his food untouched. Dawna didn’t question him. She didn’t have to comment about what they were waiting for. When she finally removed the plates and washed them, Cort got up and paced the length of the kitchen. Tension filled the air. He clenched and unclenched his hands as he nervously picked up knickknacks and put them back down.

      Dawna finished drying the dishes finally spoke. “You should sit down and try to get things off your mind.”

      “How the hell am I supposed to do that when I’ve got a target on my back? I know that damned, ugly bastard is near.”

      “Your anxiety is feeding it. I can’t fight it for you, but I could help if you’d calm down.”

      “I swear this is going to drive me crazy,” he ruefully admitted before saying, “If I could shoot it, I would. But you can’t kill an amorphous cloud.”

      Dawna stepped in his way, blocking his pacing. When she automatically reached up and hugged him hard, he tightly reciprocated. Dusk was near and they both knew whatever happened tonight might make the difference between him keeping the life he had or moving into some scenario where the entity took him. Still, Cort tried to rally his nerve. If Dawna really possessed any kind of magic―and he was willing to assume she did since she knew about creatures like the one stalking him―he hoped she could help him fight.

      They broke their embrace when a simultaneous, eerie sensation overcame them.

      “It’s here,” Cort whispered.

      “Look at me,” she commanded. “Refuse to listen. Don’t believe what it says. Don’t let your guilt and anger rule your heart. Your blame led it to you. Only forgiving yourself will turn it away. I can only help if you’ll do your part.”

      “I’ll try.” He swallowed hard, pushed Dawna behind him and faced the back door.

      Through a field of wild sunflowers, the thing drifted toward the farmhouse. As it came closer, Cort steeled himself for the worst encounter of his life.

      If it were a man, he could deal. But nothing had ever prepared him for a spiritual confrontation.
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        * * *

      

      The Story Keeper glided forward. The little witch had interfered in his plans for the final time. This man’s soul was his. As with all those who tried to fight, knowing the truth would destroy opposition.

      “In an abyss, far away from mankind, there is a dark, dank cave,” he crooned. “In that cavernous space, there is a twisted, mildewed pedestal on which a book is perched. The pages of the book filter in the breeze, and from it you can hear the sick moan of millions.”

      From a distance, groans and horrible shrieks filled the air. Cort glanced around him even as Dawna did.

      “Each page of my book contains one sad story―the remains of one life and one soul. For I…am The Story Keeper,” he announced. “I am the custodian of tragic tales and those who created them. I have floated through time like an air-born pestilence, originating after mankind first lusted, envied, and warred. The resulting sorrow humans inflicted on one another made me. I exist to torture already heartbroken humans into insanity. Their desolation and despair pleasures me.”

      “H-How? How do you do this?” Cort softly asked.

      “I have just told you. Mankind gave me power. I am drawn to miserable lives… lives like your own. I have haunted you into remembering your loss. Through repetitive dreams of that night years ago, I have seasoned you well. But I could not have invaded your existence without the unhappiness to which you clung. I smelled you from afar. You drew me into your life as honey draws a bee. And now, I must eat. Your soul is done. It is ready for ingestion.”

      Cort valiantly lifted his chin. “I don’t completely understand. Clarify! If you’re going to eat my soul, I want to know more. If you’re so powerful, waiting long enough to explain won’t cost you much.”

      “I owe you nothing, human! I must feed. But if enlightenment frightens you further, it serves my purpose.”

      “Go on then. Explain!” Cort demanded.

      “Once I have eaten that thing you humans call a soul, your entire life and all that you now are will pass through me. The resulting excrement filters onto the pages of my Spirit Tome.”

      “With all the heartache in the world to choose from, why come after me particularly?”

      “Foolish human! Do not try my patience. You know full well the answer to that question. All those who wallow in self-imposed misery are my victims. You must atone for keeping grief in the world. You will be wiped from the earth, Cort O’Leary. You are ripe and I am hungry. It is time.” He paused for a long moment before speaking again. “I see you and the girl shudder in horror. Neither of you will thwart my intentions. Certainly not some young witch with delusions of power. Now…walk toward me, Peacekeeper. I will have your soul.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “If you will not come to me, I will injure another whose wellbeing you value. I cannot take them, but I can most certainly harm them.”

      “What are you talking about?” Cort growled. “There’s nobody in my life. And as of this moment…I’m through letting you control me! You hear me, you bastard? It’s over,” he shouted.

      The Story Keeper presented what he knew was his most malevolent smile. The sight of it had weakened stronger souls than this peacekeeper’s. He twisted to a stop right outside the back door. “Do as I command or the girl will pay the price for impeding me. I promise you.”

      Cort quickly glanced at Dawna.

      “Don’t listen,” she warned. “It’ll lie about its powers. I’m not sure about this particular soul stealer, but that’s the way evil works. It’ll lie to get control.”

      “It makes no difference to me, Peacekeeper. Come freely or by force. You will still come. I must feed.”

      “I’m going to use my powers,” Dawna whispered. “Now that you’ve denied it, I can try to send it away.”

      The Story Keeper glared at her and thought of pain. She suddenly put her hands to her head and sank to her knees, just as he wished her to. He saw Cort kneel beside her shaking form.

      “Leave her alone,” Cort commanded.

      “Make up your mind…your soul for her safety, Peacekeeper. If you come now, I will leave her unharmed. The choice will be made.”

      “Don’t believe his crap,” Dawna insisted. “He can’t keep hurting me without using a lot of power. He’s gotta eat. If he can’t, he’ll have to leave.”

      “We’ve got you figured out, you son-of-a-bitch!” Cort argued. “I’m not listening to you anymore.”

      The Story Keeper felt himself weaken. “The witch is more powerful than I imagined. She has entered your heart and hope now grows where tragedy dwelled. Still…there is enough anguish within you to fuel me. You will never be rid of me, Cort O’Leary. My charm is woven far too well. No one on earth can break my spell. She cannot protect you forever. I will return after feeding elsewhere. She will know great pain and your will to resist will surely falter.”
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        * * *

      

      Cort watched as the being’s shape contorted and twisted. Loud, malicious screeching followed as it disappeared back the way it came.

      He suddenly recalled stories his grandmother told him about the Irish banshee. But this thing had that tale beat to hell.

      After he was sure The Story Keeper was gone, he put his full attention on Dawna. She fell, almost unconscious, into his embrace. He gently lifted her and carried the shaking woman to his bed.

      “It can’t have me now. I know that Dawna. I can resist it,” Cort boldly insisted, even as his concern for her grew.

      She nodded and placed the heels of her palms on her forehead. “Yeah, but you heard it. It’ll keep coming back, haunting you any time it wants.”

      “Are you okay, honey? What did it do to you?” He held her against him as she took deep shuddering breaths.

      “It was giving me one hell of a headache,” she whispered.

      “Why didn’t it hurt me for resisting?”

      “Think of the words it used. You’re a peacekeeper…a protector. It’s in your nature to put the safety of others before your own. The Story Keeper is counting on that, hoping to wear you down.” She sighed heavily. “Don’t give up, Cort. We’ve won a battle and…and that’s very good sign.”

      He lowered her against the pillows. “It’s all right, Dawna. You rest, baby.”

      He watched her close her eyes. As the minutes ticked by, her pain seemed to diminish. The intense lines over her forehead relaxed as did her body. She finally slept as he held her close.

      The entity was only interested in collecting the souls of those with embittered pasts; using terrible histories it could amplify. That’s why it hadn’t just moved in and snatched him up sooner. The sense of control left a good taste in its mouth. He was the mouse; it was the cat toying with him.

      As the woman by him slept, he formed a plan and made one pledge. If he must endure that thing’s presence for the rest of his life, there’d be no one else hurt. The fight would rage on, but only between him and that malevolent entity. He might have to exist as a hermit; living on life’s fringes until the monster gave up or took him. But that was the way it had to be. Contrary to what Dawna believed, the pain with which she’d been inflicted was probably just a taste of the creature’s malicious powers.

      He watched over her as she rested. Unlike his dreams, hers seemed peaceful. Her heart had been tranquil to begin with. She had at least one uncle who adored her and probably a large family who felt the same. She wasn’t alone.

      Tomorrow, he’d put an end to this crap. He had a way to get kindly Morbius and this sweet woman lying beside him to leave. They’d done all they should. The problem was now his.

      To make sure no permanent injury could ever befall Dawna, he’d give her up. That was what people did for those they loved. He now realized her entrance into his life was what he’d desperately needed.

      In her, he could see shining sunrises, tranquil twilights, eventful evenings, and all that was good and rich. She had hope and a huge open heart, as did her uncle. But what she had wasn’t enough for him to forget. He still couldn’t forgive what he’d done to Annie. That would keep the creature returning until it physically harmed someone so badly that they wouldn’t recover. His soul, when that happened, would be an open, festering wound. If there was one of these monsters out there, maybe there were more who’d descend en masse, all wanting a piece of him.

      It was one thing for it to eventually have him. Quite another to watch it destroy anyone he cared about.

      Dawna would keep trying. Likely, she’d call in others of her kind to help. But he was drawing the line. Nobody else was getting involved and those that were already mixed up in this craziness would be sent away. His mind was already fixed on how to accomplish this.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, darling. There’s a good girl. Good girl,” Morbius gently chanted.

      Dawna pushed her hair back with one hand and sat up. She was still in Cort’s house but the voice calling her hadn’t been his.

      “What are you doing here?” She forced alertness and stared into Morbius’s worried face.

      “Are you all right, my darling?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Where’s Cort?”

      “He went into town. He said there was some sort of urgent business that came up having to do with duty. He called the bed and breakfast, said you were still sleeping and asked me to watch over you. And quite right he was to do so. You could have been hurt very badly last night.”

      “He told you what happened?”

      Morbius nodded. “We can find some other way to help him, love. Nightshades never give up on a good fight. We never will.”

      She smiled and hugged him hard. “I was hoping you’d see it that way.”

      “Come on now,” Morbius encouraged, “let’s get you up and see to that head of yours. I’ll make you a nice cup of tea. Cort asked that we meet him at the police station when you felt up to moving. He was quite concerned about you.”
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        * * *

      

      On the drive back to town, Dawna considered options. Perhaps there was some means known to the rest of the Coven by which they might fight off this evil specter. Surely, the only way to fight it was with force greater than hers. The members of the Coven couldn’t find fault with his knowing of their existence if that was the only way to save his life.

      After arriving at the bed and breakfast, she took the time to shower and change. She and Morbius then walked to the police station soon afterward and waited. One of the other officers on duty relayed a message to Cort since he was out of the office on some minor call. It was clear to Dawna that those in his work place thought the world of their boss. She and Morbius were inundated with stories of Cort’s valor and common sense. It seemed that the town’s police supervisor had made friends even though he hadn’t wanted to, and even when he wouldn’t recognize them as such.

      When Cort’s patrol car pulled up outside and he walked through the front door, Dawna wondered if there’d ever come a time when she wasn’t mesmerized by his tall, noble presence. He looked more like some knight out of an old fairytale than a small-town cop.

      She patiently waited for him to give some quiet command which sent the other officers and staff away from his office on some pretense.
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        * * *

      

      Cort turned to them, prepared to lie for all he was worth. He walked to the safe behind his desk while pulling his service cap, gloves, and leather jacket off. Once the safe was open, he pulled out the athame and handed it to Morbius.

      “I’m sorry to have hung onto this so long. I’m certain it belongs to you now. And since the weather has been colder than it should be this time of year, I suggest you get it to Salem for that ceremony. There has to be a Halloween,” he glibly joked.

      Dawna and Morbius glanced at one another.

      Morbius responded first. “We can’t leave until that soul stealer is out of your life, my boy.”

      Cort simply shook his head. “I’ve resisted it once. I’ll do it again. Besides, a lot of people are counting on you. Hell, we all are. Halloween is just around the corner…or should be.”

      Dawna raised one hand to protest. “Cort, we’re not―”

      “I don’t need either of you now,” Cort interrupted. “You’ve both done more than enough. Take the athame and go. There’s no reason for you to stick around. And to be quite honest, all this magic and hokum will attract a lot of attention sooner or later. Something tells me that isn’t what your people in Salem would want.”

      Morbius tried to reason with him. “Well no. That’s true…but―”

      “Look you two…I’ve got to get on with my life. I can do that now. Even if it means fighting my own battles, I’m prepared to do it,” Cort assured them. “It’ll be hard enough dealing with that monster hanging around the community. Adding you guys in the mix isn’t a good idea. In short, I’ll have all the magic I can handle. I don’t need you in my life, screwing around with my head. You follow?”

      Dawna stared at him for a long moment. “Yes. We understand perfectly.” She turned to her uncle. “Come on, we aren’t needed here and the athame has to get to Salem on time. He’s right, Uncle Morbius. We should go. There isn’t anything we can do.” She squeezed Morbius’s arm when he would have protested.

      Morbius swallowed hard. “Then…is this goodbye? We really won’t see you again?”

      Cort had a hard time maintaining his composure. The older man really didn’t want to leave him to his fate. Something in the vicinity of Cort’s heart began to hurt. He held out his hand. “Goodbye, Morbius. It was good knowing you. I hope you win your battle with alcohol. I know it won’t be easy but you have Dawna to help. And that’s saying a lot.”

      Dawna held out her hand as Morbius had. “Have a good life, Cort. If you ever need anything…”

      He shook his head as her voice trailed away. “Don’t worry about me. You’ve shown me how to fight my demons…so to speak. I won’t let them…or should I say it…win. We live in two different worlds. Mine is here with both my feet on the ground. Yours is in some mystical reality dealing in mysticism. Like I said, I’ll have my hands full and while the creature might be composed of magic, he knows he can’t have me now. I’ll treat him like any idiot with a grudge.”

      Dawna let out a long breath before nodding. “If that’s your attitude, I guess we have no choice.”

      “No, you don’t. I neither need nor want other complications in my life.”

      “Right then.” She turned to leave but stopped and glanced back over her shoulder at him.” Take care, Cort. Bright Blessings to you.”

      “Back at you,” he blithely said as he gazed straight in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Dawna tugged Morbius from the police station and back to the bed and breakfast. When they got to the hallway outside their doors, she finally spoke. “We’d better get packed and get the athame to Salem as soon as possible.”

      “I don’t understand, my dear. He doesn’t want our help at all. He’ll be fighting that horrifying spirit for the rest of his life and that might not be too long. Surely, he must want to be free of it.”

      “Just get packed, Uncle. You have to think about getting to Salem. Cort was right. A lot of people are depending on you.”

      “I-I’m a bit stunned by your lack of concern and Cort’s dismissal.” Morbius shook his head and shrugged.

      Dawna shoved him toward his room, then walked into her room and grimaced.

      “Cort couldn’t tell a decent lie if his life depended on it. And it does,” she muttered to herself as she put her hands on her hips and thought. Later in the afternoon, she had a plan and was helping Morbius pack up when her determination hit an all-time high.

      “This isn’t right, my girl. We can’t just drive away and leave him like this. It isn’t right,” Morbius repeatedly argued as he loaded suitcases into his trunk then proceeded to load Dawna’s bags into her rental car. “I like that young man. Leaving is inappropriate. No matter what he says.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Uncle. That’s why I’m going to turn in my rental car when I get to Salem and you’re going to take the athame to the others in the Coven. Then you’re going to drive me right back to Maple Corners.”

      Morbius thrust his fist into the air in jubilation. “That’s the spirit! I knew we weren’t going to let the lad down.”

      She slowly shook her head in denial. “After you bring me back here, I want you to leave and never look back.”

      “Wh-What in the name of all the spirits are you saying?” he quickly shot back.

      “I’m not going to leave him…ever.”

      “My dear…do you know what you’re saying? Are…are you telling me that you’re in love with this man?”

      “The moment I say those words out loud, I won’t exist to you anymore, or any of the others in the Coven. So I’ll say my goodbyes to you when you bring me back to Cort.”

      Morbius let out a deep, shaking sigh and shook his head in resignation. “I was thinking you were becoming far too attached. But to have known him such a short time. And to have fallen in love―”

      “Be happy for me, Uncle. You had Aunt Becky and knew she loved you for all those years. I want a chance at that same life. I’ve never been surer about anything.”

      “The difference was…Becky was one of us. And I knew she loved me in return. You’re staking your entire future on a man who hasn’t declared his intentions,” Morbius blustered. “Indeed, he acted as if he couldn’t get rid of us fast enough. And worse…I won’t have any memory of you.”

      When Morbius’s eyes filled with tears, Dawna hugged him. Then she backed away and placed a hand on his cheek. “I have to do this. I can’t help the way I feel. I can argue with you until the moon turns to cheese, it won’t make any difference. I know this is right. Every sense I have is telling me so. I was meant to be here, at this time and place. With this man. I’m certain of this.”

      “You sound so very sure,” he solemnly stated.

      “Very.”

      “So be it,” he softly declared while staring at her. “I can see the same determined look in your eyes that I used to see in Becky’s when she was set on doing something. I hope he appreciates what you’ve given up for him.”
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        * * *

      

      Two nights later, Dawna and Morbius stood on a lonely country road just outside of Maple Corners.

      Morbius placed his hands on her shoulders and sadly gazed down at her. “There’s nothing I can say to change your mind, my darling?”

      “Nothing. I love you, Uncle Morbius. And I know you won’t remember my having ever said it, but I’ll always be checking on you.”

      “What about your parents and the rest of the family? You h-haven’t s-said a thing to them.” His voice broke as he spoke the words. “S-Shouldn’t they at least be told w-why?”

      “None of that matters since they won’t remember me. I know that’s the price for sharing my life with a non-magical person. And if I’d said anything before we left Salem, they’d have stopped me. This is where I’m meant to be. I know it.”

      He hung his head. “I wish you all the happiness in the world. And I hope that Cort loves you in return.”

      “My feelings will be the same no matter what,” she confessed. “That’s why I have to do this.” She took a deep breath and proceeded. “Now…open the trunk, hand me my broom and back away. I want you to drive off and don’t look back. Promise to do this for me, Uncle…please?”

      “You’re going to fly one last time, then?”

      She sadly smiled and nodded. “I won’t be a witch during Samhain. This will be my last chance to fire up the old broom. I’ll say what I have to up there.” She pointed toward the sky. “When I contact the earth again, my powers will be gone. All memory of me within the Coven―and within my family―will die. Any references to my existence will all fade away. You should be far away by then.”

      Shaking with emotion, Morbius opened the large trunk and handed the six-foot broom to his niece. “I love you, Dawna.”

      She took the broom, fought off tears and smiled brightly. “Wish me luck, Uncle.”

      “I wish you love,” he responded. “And peace. Forever.”

      Dawna mounted the broom and gracefully set it in motion. It rose smoothly into the air, straight toward the full moon. When the light from it shone on her, she lifted her tear-stained face and gazed into its muted glow.

      “I love a man who isn’t one of us. His name is Cort O’Leary. Let me fly one last time as I was. I’ll ask for no more. And when my feet touch the ground, I’ll freely relinquish my powers, as our law dictates,” she quietly murmured. “I do this of my own free will. So Mote It Be.”
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        * * *

      

      Morbius drove down the country road. The tears in his eyes blinded him. Very soon now, he’d have no memory left of his beloved niece and would wonder why he was weeping at all. No amount of contact on her part would ever convince anyone that she’d been part of the family. For all intents and purposes, she’d never have existed. All her belongings, pictures, and anything to do with her would disappear into the night.

      He began to openly sob.

      Suddenly, a bright set of police lights approached from behind. Before he lost all his recollection, Morbius quickly slammed on the brakes, threw the car door open and ran to the man in the patrol car behind him.

      “Cort, thank goodness it’s you!”

      “Morbius…I wondered who was tearing down the road at this breakneck―”

      “Oh, do shut up, my lad, and listen to me while there’s still time,” Morbius babbled.

      “What’s wrong? I thought you and Dawna left this part of the country.”

      In a bold move, Morbius grabbed Cort by his uniform shirt and jerked hard. “Listen to me while there’s still time for me to remember what I have to say!”

      Cort simply nodded.

      “Dawna is giving up her powers to be with you. Once she verbally declares her love for someone not a witch, she’ll lose all her powers. And our collective memory of her will die. To us, it will be as if she never existed. I’m telling you this so you’ll know just how much she’s giving up for you―her family…all her friends…her entire existence. All for you. She loves you, lad.”

      Cort stared. “Morbius, don’t screw with me! Is that the absolutely truth?”

      “Yes, Cort. All of it. But Dawna will remember everything. She’ll remember me, her parents, and her powers… her whole life. But she can never regain what she had. All because she’s in love with you, and because she wants to help you fight off that creature. You must promise to care for her. Please tell me you feel something for her!”

      “I only sent you away because I didn’t want you hurt by that damn entity,” Cort revealed. “She doesn’t have to do this…for the love of God…where is she?”

      Morbius pointed toward the sky. “Up there.”
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        * * *

      

      Cort looked up. Sure enough, the outline of a figure could be faintly discerned against the light of the moon. Anyone looking up would have mistaken the small, distant figure for a bat or maybe even an owl. But Cort knew better. He believed in magic now and he knew he loved Dawna Nightshade will all his heart, body, and soul. The day she and Morbius had driven out of town had been one of the worst in his life. Even the returning entity hadn’t hurt so much as Dawna’s absence.

      He’d come to learn that any love you can find in this life is better than living in an empty shell. But he hadn’t wanted to risk having that persistent, foul presence pestering the woman he’d so quickly fallen for. Now, there was no choice. Dawna had made the decision for both of them…and he couldn’t have been happier. Somehow, they’d find a way to fight the thing chasing him. Together.

      “Morbius, whatever happens from here on out, know this,” he shouted. “Know that I’ll love Dawna forever. I swear it!”

      Morbius wept as Cort ran to his patrol car, turned it around and gunned it down the road in the opposite direction. “Hurry, my boy…hurry. As soon as her feet touch the ground and the last of her magic has been spent in flying, I’ll remember her no more. Hurry…lad…be with her when that happens,” Morbius shouted. “Hold her for all of us.”
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        * * *

      

      Cort’s patrol car skidded to a stop in the middle of the crossroad. Dawna’s figure floated toward him on a damned broom of all things. “Should have known! How else would they get around,” he muttered as he turned off his engine, jumped out of the car and waited for her to land. As soon as she touched down, wearing a long black gown and hooded cape, she dropped her broom and ran straight toward him in tears.

      “Cort! Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. There’s so much I need to tell you,” she said, as she choked out the words.

      “It’s all right, baby. I just ran into Morbius as he was leaving. He told me everything.” He paused only a split second before pulling her into his embrace. “Honey, that you’d do this…I love you, little witch. I swear I do!”

      “I’m not a witch anymore. I have no powers now. But I realized that no magic I had could help you with that demon. It’s going to follow you for the rest of your life. There were no charms, herbs, or potions I could have used to fight it. And I couldn’t leave you alone. So it was better to be with you.” She began to cry harder. “I love you, too.”

      “Don’t cry, honey. It’s all right. We’ll make it somehow.” He rocked her back and forth. “And I’ll find a way to reunite you with your family again. You’ll see.”

      She cried even harder. “They won’t know me, Cort. They won’t know me.”

      A white, shifting shape appeared down the road and moved slowly toward them both. Cort felt its presence and was about to reach for his weapon when it occurred to him that a firearm would do absolutely no good. “Stay close, baby.”

      “I see it,” Dawna responded and wrapped her arms tightly about his waist.

      He returned her hold, wrapping protective arms around her small body and keeping her snugly against him.

      The Story Keeper’s rage was fully evident in its words.

      “You think you’ve won! Perhaps you have…foolish mortal.” He floated aimlessly for a few seconds before angrily continuing. “Your soul is yours, Peacekeeper. I have no power against such unselfish love as the white witch has shown. Such true devotion is the only thing that can alter my course…I cannot tarry when the root source of sorrow completely ends and love so encompasses your life. Even striking at those around you would be pointless in the face of such unabashed hope.” He snarled. “But there are others for the taking; others whose stories and souls can be more easily gathered into my book of sad tales,” he warned. “The book exists because mankind created it. The same horror that created the cover and pages therein always exists. I simply deposit the tales the tome was meant to hold since that energy can never be expunged. So have your tepid life, such as it is. I leave you to it…wretched organisms that you are! I have business elsewhere. I must feed off a soul and deposit the remains where they will be forever preserved.”

      The wind blew as the phantom whirled away in a raging fury. It screeched as it had before. But this time, it seemed the sound was one of defeat.

      They watched it go then finally turned to one another in wonder.

      “What just happened?” Cort asked.

      She shook her head, unable to find a way to articulate so many feelings that were welling within her.

      “Come on, honey. I’m putting myself off duty. Let’s get you to my place before something else happens to drive me crazy.”

      Dawna silently nodded. She picked up her broom, threw it into the small backseat area and got into the patrol car beside him. When she tightly looped her arms around his waist, he hugged her a long moment before driving away.

      When they got to the farmhouse, Cort pulled her up the stairs after him and into his room. Once there, he slammed the door shut, turned, and gazed down at her for a long time before speaking.

      “I had the hardest time after you left. You have no idea how much I missed you, Dawna. I should have never let you go. It was one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done. You were meant to be in my life. I know that. I know it without having any magic in my blood at all.”

      “I knew you were just trying to get us out of the way,” she proclaimed. “You didn’t want us to get hurt trying to fight off the soul stealer.”

      He grimaced. “Here I was thinking I’d done a fine job of acting. Was I that obvious?”

      “To me you were.”

      “Come here, honey. Seems to me you’ve been doing all the giving. It’s time I did my share.” He quickly pulled off his hat, gloves, and jacket. She ran straight into his arms.

      “Don’t tell me you love me just because I wear a uniform,” Cort joked. “It’ll break my heart.”

      “Well…maybe I do like men in leather. But I really love you because you’ve got a strong, good soul. And…a pretty damned good butt.”

      “I’ll accept that!” Cort smilingly countered as he held her tight, picked her up by the waist and began to slowly kiss her. And when her hands reached for the buttons of his uniform shirt, he knew exactly where the next hour or two would find them. He slowly pushed her backward.

      When her legs buckled as they contacted the huge four-poster bed, he held up one finger. “I want you to sit there and watch. This is a night to remember.”

      Dawna blinked and tilted her head in confusion. “What are you going to do?”

      “Undress for you,” he answered with a grin. “And then you’re going to do the same for me. This is the first night of the rest of our lives. Like I said, I want to remember every second of it. It needs to be special”

      She grinned. “You’ve got a wicked side, but I like the way you think.”

      “You ain’t seen nothing, yet.” He slowly undressed. And when he saw the unmistakable light of desire in her eyes, pulled her to him. He kissed her hard again then sat where she had. “Now you. It’s your turn.”

      Dawna lifted one corner of her mouth and slowly unbuttoned the front of her black flying gown. “You wanted a one-time witch, you’ve got one.”

      When she stood before him totally nude, he beckoned to her and fell back on the bed. Dawna wasted no time mounting him and slowly dragged her fingertips over his body.

      “This is forever, Cort.”

      He cupped her cheeks with his palms. “Forever is good. And we’ll make our own kind of magic.”

      She smiled then tearfully gazed back down at him. “I do love you; you know.”

      “I know,” he whispered back. “And I won’t let you be without your family, baby. I’ll find a way to get them back to you. I swear to God!” Cort put his hands around her waist and pulled her further up his body. When he tested the soft fold between her thighs with his left index finger and felt how wet she already was, he lifted her and gently lowered her onto his erection. As she slid down the length, she moaned as loudly as he did.

      He rotated his hips slightly and she dropped her head back. From then on, they moved as one. Their gazes met and never wavered.

      When Cort felt ready to release, it seemed as though she knew. She bucked wildly against him as if her orgasm were dependent upon his. For the second time in his life, he knew the most dizzying, electrifying sexual experience he could have ever imagined. It could only happen with her.

      When their cries finally drifted into the night, he pulled her against his chest and held her snugly.

      “You can cast a spell on me anytime you want, Dawna. Even without powers you can do it. If this is what it’s going to be like every time we make love, I may never leave this room. I’ve never felt anything so intense,” he murmured softly.

      “It’s part of the magic that’s just between us.” She ran her hands through his thick hair. “And I could think of a thousand ways to love you. Some very depraved.” She slowly kissed his neck and shoulder.

      “You really wouldn’t mind staying here with me? Making a home and having a family in Maple Corners?” he whispered.

      “I don’t care where we are, as long as we’re together. But I do like this place,” she admitted. “The people are friendly and you have a country home we can fix together. What more could a girl want?”

      “Mmmm,” he softly moaned, “I’ll give you more. A lot more.”

      She pulled slightly away and smiled at him. “You’re talking too much. Book me, cuff me and make me give up my rights!”

      Cort chuckled and let the feeling of pure happiness wash over and through him. It’d been so long since there was any real joy in his life. Now, it would be there always and with this new love came freedom. He could let the past go. Thoughts of Annie would come now and again. But she’d want him to be happy. Wherever she was, he knew this deep in his heart.

      The Story Keeper knew he’d forgiven himself. That was why it’d given up its diabolical claim.

      He held Dawna’s soft warm body against his and smelled the fresh clean scent of her skin—a fragrance that reminded him of autumn wind, spices and musk took him into another world as he oh-so-slowly took her once more. He nuzzled her cheek against his and felt her long legs wrap around his torso. Her soft mane tangled against his fingers and palms, and where he’d gently wrapped the length of it around his wrists.

      He recalled whispering her name over and over before losing himself deep within her heat. He also remembered her calling out his name and gasping when her second orgasm of the night reached through her small body and moved outward. He could feel her convulsions and each one thrilled him down to the very marrow of his bones.

      She was his and always would be. The smallest things they’d share would mean so much more because she would love him unconditionally, just as he loved her.

      Much later, they lay naked against each other. The sheets were tangled around their bodies and they murmured sweet nothings to one another.

      “I hope you’re never sorry for giving up your powers, Dawna. I’ll spend every day trying to make it up to you.”

      She nuzzled his neck. “I made the choice. I’m not sorry, Cort. We’ll make brand new lives.”

      He moved over her and ultimately in her once more. The world now was one he had always dreamt of. It would be devoid of nightmares from the past, filled with dreams of sweet things to come. Better days and long passionate nights would be theirs.

      They finally fell into a sound sleep holding one another close. Much later, something disturbed Cort’s slumber. Noises came to him that didn’t quite fit with any wonderful thing that he dreamt.

      He slowly awoke as cars―many of them―rambled up the cement drive to the farmhouse.

      Dawna sat up, pushed her hair back and looked toward the window. “What’s going on?”

      Cort grabbed his bathrobe, pulled it on and gazed into the blinding morning sun. The weather was brisk and bright. It was a wonderful fall morning, now filled with what looked like dozens of complete strangers.

      “Uh…Dawna?”

      “Hmmm?” she murmured after yawning, then stretching herself further awake.

      “These folks can only belong to you.”

      She stood, wrapped a sheet around herself and walked to the window. “Shit!” she blurted.

      “I take it these people are related to you, and they still remember you? Are you sure Morbius and you had that giving-up-your-memory part correct?”

      Dawna’s jaw dropped. She alternately pointed out the window and babbled incoherently.

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “Get a grip, baby. Take a deep breath and tell me what’s happening.” Even as he said it, hordes of berobed men and women exited cars and made their way toward his front door.

      “Th-that’s my family. All of them. The whole flaming bunch!” she croaked.

      “Maybe you’d better get dressed,” he quickly suggested.

      Dawna looked down at the sheet she’d clasped against her body to ward off the cold.

      Cort tossed her the long black gown she’d worn the night before and reached for a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt.

      Scrambling into their clothing left them little time to speak. They both had their last buttons or zippers fastened when fists pounded on the old oak door downstairs. Cort turned to look at her rather sheepishly.

      “I don’t think I locked―”

      Too late, he realized he hadn’t locked the front door. It now sounded as though the entire Nightshade clan was making its way through the house and up the stairs.

      “Wanna give me a clue as to what I should say? I don’t want to end up being turned into a hood ornament or a commode seat because you and I were sleeping together.”

      She quickly shook her head. “They wouldn’t do that. They shouldn’t even be here. I don’t know what’s going on,” she blathered.

      “Are you sure they won’t cast a spell on me?”

      She winced. “No…not altogether.”

      Cort rolled his eyes. “Damn!”

      A large fist contacted the outside of the bedroom door. The force of that contact shook the walls surrounding it.

      “Dawna Nightshade! This is your father. I know you’re in there. I can hear you. Come out this very instant. Do you understand?”

      “Your old man, I take it?” Cort whispered.

      Dawna swallowed hard and whispered back, “He’s been known to bellow…a little.” She swallowed hard and whispered back, “I don’t understand. They aren’t supposed to remember me.”

      Cort heard muted murmuring outside the door. It seemed that calmer persons, maybe those less enraged, had entered into the melee in the hall.

      “Darling…this is your mother,” a sweet voice advised. “We’ll be downstairs when you and your young man want to make an appearance. No hurry, dear. We’ll…we’ll make coffee…or something,” she lamely finished.

      Cort dragged air into his lungs when he heard the hordes move back downstairs again. He hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath the entire time. “Let’s both take a moment here,” he optimistically cautioned. “We’ll make sure we’re all put together and then go down.”

      “They weren’t supposed to remember me,” she repeated. “I swear I didn’t make that up.”

      He grinned broadly. “I believe you. But it’s obvious that you still must have your powers. Now…let’s get ourselves collected before your folks come back up.” He saw Dawna’s lustrous smile as that bit about her still having her powers sunk in. She glowed like a little crystal vessel containing a very bright, white candle. His happiness for her was unending.

      He held out his hand and she took it. He wrapped his fingers around her small palm and felt his entire world slide perfectly into place. He had his woman and he had a huge new family, if they’d let him be their son. He was determined to make a good first impression, if there was still one to be made.

      Tentatively, the two of them made their way downstairs. Cort saw Morbius merrily staring at him and Dawna. Then the elderly man lunged toward his niece and hugged her hard. Cort was momentarily alone, facing a clan of bemused-looking people, or witches. He could only assume they’d stopped someplace on a country lane to don their robes. Surely they didn’t stop for gas or directions looking so magical.

      “Blessings, my love. Blessings to you both!” Morbius gushed.

      It was Cort’s turn to be enshrouded in Morbius’s large bear hug. He jovially accepted it, took a deep breath, and prepared to face the rest of Dawna’s family.

      Before he or anyone else could begin their questions, Dawna plunged ahead with queries of her own.

      “Uncle Morbius, what’s happened?” she asked as she grabbed Cort’s hand.

      Everyone in her family was staring at them. Cort decided to let Dawna get her answers before saying a thing. Surrounded by curious witches as he was, a sudden image of his being changed into a dung beetle invaded his imagination. Surely they wouldn’t do such a thing?

      He shook his head at that sinister thought and put his attention on what Morbius was saying.

      “Haven’t you figured it out, sweetheart?” Morbius explained. “The horrible figure that was haunting Cort somehow meddled with things wrongly and you’ve kept your powers.”

      Dawna stared, then opened her eyes wide in shock. She burst out with, “Oh…heavenly stars! It said, ‘no one on earth can break this spell’.

      “Clue me in,” Cort muttered as he stared at the many faces around him.

      Dawna turned to offer him an explanation. “Cort, that thing’s incantation was worded so that no one on earth could break its spell. Remember? It was outside the kitchen door when it used those very words.”

      “And?” he prompted.

      “Don’t you see?” She countered, “I wasn’t ‘on earth’ when I admitted to loving you. If you admitted to loving me at the same time that I was flying, the entity lost its hold on you. Your heart and soul couldn’t be harvested because you forgave yourself for anything in the past. You let go of all your pain to love me.”

      “I’m certain that’s just the way it happened,” Morbius agreed. “Cort was telling me he loved you as you were flying up to the moon. How very romantic,” He mused and clasped his hands together in glee. “It’s just like an old movie!”

      Dawna put a hand to her forehead and continued to think out loud. “I suspect that…because this thing was meddling in your life with evil as its purpose…thwarting it left me with my powers. The creature screwed up the way things were supposed to go, especially when I admitted to loving a man who wasn’t one of us.”

      “Quite!” Morbius reiterated. “I was so ecstatic about the whole thing. When I woke up and still knew who you were and recalled what’d happened, I immediately rang up everyone and made explanations. We all came here to see you. Isn’t it quite marvelous? The drive here was enchanting…my mood is…well, it’s marvelous!”

      Cort noted Morbius’s all-too-obvious happiness, but there were other murmurs around the room. A tall sturdily built, dark-haired man strode forward. For a moment, he wasn’t sure what would happen. The guy had an inquisitive expression on his face, but then smiled openly and stuck out his hand. Cort took the palm in his, shook it and could only grin back. What could he say? He’d just been caught in bed with a witch’s daughter.

      “I’m Dawna’s father…Jonas,” the man introduced. He then put his attention on his daughter. “You have a lot of explaining to do, missy. As Morbius says, he told us everything, but I want to hear why you thought you could handle this situation by yourself? Why didn’t you come to us right away and tell us about the athame and―”

      Dawna’s mother stepped forward. “Now, Jonas. Let’s give everyone time to breath. We’ve just invaded their privacy and the love birds don’t even know everyone yet.” She moved toward Cort and opened her arms for a hug. “I’m Gwendolyn and going to be your mother-in-law…I assume.” She glanced at Dawna, winked, and added. “He is dishy, isn’t he? You could have done much worse, darling.”

      Cort saw the joy in Dawna’s eyes. It was all he could ever have hoped for. He walked forward and hugged her mother.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day went by in a blur. Cort was officially introduced to the entire Nightshade family, all seventy-three of them. A few had arrived later, but every one of them was intent on hearing the entire story, over and over. The day became one of joy-filled, first meetings.

      Between Uncle Horatio, cousin Merry Lee, Aunt Persephone, Grandfather Tiberius and all the rest, it was quite a chore putting faces to names. But he put his heart into the job. No one seemed to harbor ill feelings because of his being normal. In fact, the entire situation seemed to be a bit of a novelty to Dawna’s folks.

      Cort knew that finding out about―as well as living with―the full extent of their powers would be an entirely new adventure. But there were ways he could make it fun.

      Maybe he could even talk Dawna into letting him fly with her, on a real broom.

      But most importantly, the entity plaguing him was as gone as his sadness. He was quite sure The Story Keeper wouldn’t inflict its presence on anyone in the Nightshade family. No matter where it came from, the thing had fled in the face of Dawna’s devotion. It certainly couldn’t have the guts to get near Dawna’s relatives. Having no powers at all, he sensed difference sin them that could only be accounted for by magic. They seemed stronger than normal folks. More in tune to each other and their surroundings.

      It didn’t occur to him until much later in the day―when his future mother-in-law was roasting a celebratory turkey in the oven―that these strange if welcome events posed a new set of problems.

      How was he going to hide all the magic his family might conjure? People in Maple Corners were nothing if not nosey.

      He shrugged then broke into a hearty laugh. Across the room, Dawna was conversing with a cousin when she caught sight of him and winked.

      Only one month ago, he hadn’t had a single person to care for. Now, a new family was swarming. They were handing him drinks, talking about the wedding he and Dawna would have, and making themselves at home in his old farmhouse. Several of Dawna’s aunts were making suggestions as to painting walls and rearranging furniture.

      He didn’t mind. In fact, every suggestion was wonderful. He wasn’t alone and that was all that mattered.

      In the back of his mind, he knew the persistent presence that hounded him was out looking for someone else to bedevil.

      That bothered him.

      He wished he’d been able to destroy it entirely, but maybe someone who had a better handle on that magical situation would, someday. He wished that staunch soul well.

      As for him and Dawna, it was going to be a wonderful autumn, a wonderful life. He walked through the crowd of newly acquired relations and hugged her in front of everyone. He didn’t care who knew he loved her or how much.

      “Just wait till next Halloween, baby. I’ll throw you and your family the biggest party that Maple Corners has ever seen,” he declared.

      She jumped up against him and wrapped her arms around his neck in response.
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        * * *

      

      The Story Keeper drifted on his way.

      His anger was terrible.

      The Peacekeeper’s story would never be included in his book. That particular victim’s soul was beyond reach now. But he could use the anger from defeat to torment his next victim.

      There were many other souls to harvest; those whose lives were so burdened by unhappiness that they were easy to locate. They left a trail of heartache wherever they went.

      All he had to do was follow their misery and sniff out their burdened hearts. That was something he’d done since the beginning of time.

      One small, if infuriating, anomaly wasn’t the end of the world.

      He was so very hungry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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        If you dislike swearing, sass, or steam, you should probably turn around now. My books are definitely not for you. If you do… buckle up bitches.
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        She’s a witch with a target on her back…

        … He’s a prince from a powerful dark coven.

        Can she accept his help while denying the sizzling chemistry between them?

      

      

      I should have known my life would come crashing down when I met a mysterious masked man in the gardens of the ball, and kissed him. Or rather… he kissed me. Passionately. Before I had a second to catch my breath, we were attacked by rogue witches.

      And his mask slipped.

      Only my luck would reveal the prince of the Hawthorn coven, notorious for dark magic. He offers his protection from the assailants, and with danger around every corner, I accept. Albeit, a bit ungraciously.

      The heat between us is nearly irresistible, but can I truly trust the prince of a dark coven?

      If I don’t, I might find myself dead before the week is over.
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      “Just a few more lines to go,” I told Akira as I moved my tattoo pen along her upper thigh, drawing a shield with a snarling wolf in its center.

      “Perfect.” Akira flipped through her phone, seemingly unaffected by the pain. “I can drag my ass to work on time so Leroy doesn’t get pissy again.” Her lavender eyes, glinting mischievously, met mine before flitting back down to her phone.

      “As if he’d ever fire you,” I said with a snort.

      Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the energy that flowed through my veins— the power the color of the most vibrant magenta with the scent of vanilla and lily— and pulled on it, gently coaxing it to follow the lines of the tattoo and make it into something more. To protect Akira by changing her scent and magical signature.

      She laughed. “Yeah, he knows the Dirty Dragon would crash and burn without the total perfection that is me.”

      Akira worked as a bartender at a local dive bar, and Leroy was the owner and her boss. He liked to pretend to be a hardass, but in reality, loved her like a daughter.

      A teeny, tiny part of me was a bit envious of their relationship. Being abandoned at a supernatural orphanage as an infant had left its mark.

      The orphanage had never been entirely certain, but they’d assumed I was from a dalliance between a witch and a human, something unheard of in the supernatural community. Witches believed very strongly in preserving the purity of magic.

      Mine had always been a bit wonky, never quite working right until I, quite accidentally, discovered that I could imbue my magical energy into tattoos I designed. It had been a life-changing discovery for me, and I’d moved out of the orphanage and into Akira’s mom’s house the next day.

      Not long after, I opened my tattoo parlor and never looked back at the bullies from the orphanage. I wasn’t swimming in money, but I had a steady stream of income for the first time in my life and it felt incredible.

      “As long as you overlook the leather pants, sass, and tendency to punch before asking questions, sure. Pure perfection,” I teased, opening my eyes and throwing her a smirk.

      “You say sass, I say confidence,” she said, peering down at my handiwork and giving me a thumbs up. “Looks great, Lei. As usual.”

      It was a running joke between us.

      Akira was a special case because my tattoos never seemed to be permanent on her like they were for everyone else. Her magic was just too damn strong to conceal for long, but I didn’t mind doing it over and over.

      I’d die for that bitch.

      I glanced over the tattoo, rather impressed with my artwork, the wolf appearing almost as if she were about to lunge out of Akira’s leg and attack.

      I put down the tattoo pen and cracked my knuckles. “Alright, I’m finished. You can thank me by restocking our supply of licorice and M&Ms, we’re almost out and our movie nights will be seriously pathetic without snacks.”

      Akira chuckled and swung her legs over the table, her long, black hair flowing over her shoulders. “I’ll stop by the market on the way back from work if another idiot doesn’t try to start shit again tonight.” She shook her head. “I’ll never understand why shifters always think they can handle more liquor than is physically possible. It’s like they have something to prove.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing you’re so cocky, seeing as I just reinforced your false wolf shifter scent. You should fit right on in,” I replied with a shit-eating grin.

      She fake shuddered. “That reminds me, I have a pack meeting on Thursday. I’ll have to figure out some kind of emergency to get me away if they want to have a pack run again.”

      While Akira could change forms, she certainly didn’t shift into a wolf, which made being part of a wolf pack complicated, not that she had any choice in the matter. All supernaturals of Mystic Oaks were required by law to be a part of a House.

      The house insignia was stamped on our IDs, and certain group activities were mandatory. Like pack meetings.

      I packed away my supplies, throwing out the used materials and sanitizing the rest. “Just get Greer to cover for you again, isn’t that the whole reason you joined her pack?”

      She sighed and jumped off the table. “She gets excused a lot for her work, so she’s rarely present.” She waved her hand. “I’ll figure it out, no worries. And if the store has it, I’ll even snag you some of that boxed wine you think tastes good.”

      I stuck my tongue out at her. “Don’t hate on my wine. You’re just jelly you aren’t a classy bitch like me.”

      “Who’s a classy bitch?” Greer said as she walked in, daggers hanging from the sides of her ripped jeans, and another, longer sword, sheathed down her spine. If she wasn’t one of my best friends, I’d be scared shitless. With her tall, strong frame, steel-toed boots, scar that ran down the left side of her face, and the fuck off she had permanently stamped across her brow, Greer was seriously intimidating.

      “Awww, come on!” I whined, running forward and yanking a towel from the cupboard and throwing it at her. “You’re dripping blood everywhere.”

      She looked down, puzzled, her blonde hair disheveled and her white t-shirt dirty and covered in blood. “Oh shit. Oops.”

      Akira cackled, her slanted lavender eyes glinting mischievously. “Looks like I missed a good time.”

      Greer cracked a smile as she cleaned up the blood. “Had to wrestle a demon who had no intention of being arrested today.”

      “Do they ever?” I asked, bringing over another towel.

      She chuckled, sopping up the mess. “Demon blood is such a bitch to clean up.” She threw the ruined towels into the trash. “Listen, Lei. I have a favor to ask.”

      “Please tell me you’re ready to let me tattoo you,” I said, picking up my sketchbook. “I already have a stunning design created.”

      She shook her head, a slight smile gracing her lips. “No. Nothing like that.” She paused, uncertainty washing over her face.

      Akira hopped back on the table, crossing her legs. “Ohh… Greer looks nervous. This should be good.”

      Greer snorted, but continued, “I have job and all the intel points to the bounty attending the Samhain ball tonight.”

      My stomach dropped. Anything to do with the witches was never fun for me. “Okay… And?” I asked, praying she wasn’t about to say what I thought she was.

      “I need you to bring me as your plus one. I don’t know any other witches, and you know they’d never bring me anyway. Purists.”

      It was an annual masquerade ball on Samhain hosted by a different ruling coven every year, and I’d avoided going at all costs.

      I sighed, rubbing a hand down my face. “I don’t know—"

      “I’ll give you a ten percent cut.”

      My heart stuttered. I was running low on some herbs and they were rather pricey. A cut from her job would help me out quite a bit.

      I raised a brow. “Twenty.”

      “Fifteen, and I’ll buy movie snacks for a month,” she offered, mirth dancing in her hazel eyes.

      “Deal,” I said, a cold feeling creeping down my spine. I was sure I’d come to regret helping Greer into the party.
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      I sat cross-legged on my bedroom floor, my black lace dress hiking up to expose the black, rose-patterned tights that encased my legs. If there was one thing that connected me to the witches, it was my clothing style. Everything I owned was black, no matter how much Mori tried to convince me to add colors to my wardrobe, I just wouldn’t budge.

      Black was my comfort color. Even my emerald eyes were rimmed with black liner and mascara, the only pop of color being the blood-red lipstick that covered my lips.

      I closed my eyes, taking in a deep breath as I shuffled the tarot deck in my hands, thinking about this evening and what lay ahead.

      Tell me what I should expect tonight.

      I exhaled and deposited three cards on the fuzzy carpet before me and opened my eyes. Tarot wasn’t fortune-telling. Nobody had a single, never-changing future. Tarot simply allowed me a hint at potential futures depending on my current course of action.

      I sat there, confused at the cards I’d never once witnessed for myself before reeling back once I realized what they meant.

      The first card was the Ace of Wands, most commonly used for inspiration or desire. Okay, that could technically mean a whole bunch of things. Maybe I’d be inspired for a new art piece because it couldn’t possibly mean romantic desire… could it? I hadn’t even bothered with dating since my epic disaster of a relationship with an angel. Let’s just say he was no angel.

      The second was the Knight of Cups which indicated following the heart or romance. Two things I truly couldn’t see myself considering. Raf had left my heart a tattered mess when he flew out of my life, and I hadn’t been able to bring myself to try dating again.

      Akira had downloaded Supe Swipe on my phone, saying, “You don’t have to actually date any of these guys, Lei. You can just use ‘em and lose ‘em.” Her words, not mine. The app had been left unused on my phone, obviously.

      The third and final card from the draw was the Seven of Swords which hinted at deception and trickery. Somehow, that seemed less anxiety-inducing that the previous two cards.

      “Why do you look constipated?” Akira asked, leaning against my open door, her hand reaching inside a bag of chips as she glanced down at the spread. “Oh, let me guess. It says you’re going to win the lotto and run off into the sunset with a secret shifter lover.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be salty because the cards don’t like you.” Every single time I’d ever drawn Akira’s future, it said the same exact thing over and over. Death, betrayal, vengeance. Her future was shrouded in shadows and gloom.

      She shrugged, popping a chip into her mouth before offering me the bag.

      I shook my head, my gaze drifting back down to the spread.

      “Damn, rejecting snacks. It must really be something bad.” She sat down beside me and nudged my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Desire, romance, deception… that doesn’t bode well, does it?” I met her lavender gaze, my mood souring.

      “Desire and romance are good, right? And if anyone tries to mess with you, we have your back, you know that. I’m due for a good ass-kicking anyway. It’s been too long.”

      I laughed, cleaning up the cards. “Didn’t you just get into a fight at the bar yesterday?”

      She grinned. “Well, yeah. But that was yesterday.” She jumped to her feet, her movements agile and fluid. “Today’s a new day!” She moved to the door, pausing at the exit. “You might have some work getting Greer into the party. She’s determined to go dressed in ripped jeans and a white t-shirt. I doubt that girl even owns a dress.”

      “I’ll handle it,” I said, grinning as I got to my feet and opened my closet, determination settling over me. Messing with Greer would be just the thing to lift me out of my bad mood.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to go sniff out my bounty,” Greer said with a dangerous glint in her eyes. “I’ll see you back at home.”

      We were standing just past the entrance to the ballroom, having been reluctantly let in by two narrow-eyed witches. I’d been half-expecting them not to allow us entrance at all because I was covenless. But how was I supposed to choose a coven when I was orphaned and hadn’t been taught a specific magic?

      “Wait,” I said, grabbing her arm. “That’s it? We just walked inside. You’re already leaving me? You know the Hawthorn coven will be offended if I go now.”

      The Hawthorns were one of the four ruling covens, and they specialized in dark magic. Being experts in curses and attack magic made the Hawthorn coven the most feared in all of Mystic Oaks.

      The corner of her mouth lifted. “I’m sure you’ll find something to do, and maybe next time don’t put unsuspecting women in ridiculous glittering gowns.” She sauntered away and called over her shoulder, “I’m about to make myself a rich bitch.”

      Knowing it would be pointless to chase after her, I let my gaze wander around the massive ballroom, the twinkling lights and classical music giving off an expensive but relaxed vibe.

      The room was oval, the tables circled an expansive dance floor where many partygoers were already spinning about on the polished, hardwood floors.

      I adjusted the black lace mask that covered most of my face and accepted a champagne flute from a passing waiter as I made my way toward the gardens I spotted just outside the ballroom.

      I exhaled as I entered the enchanting gardens, an overwhelming feeling of envy at seeing all of the beautiful flowers and herbs surrounding me. It was entirely unjust how the Hawthorns had this much wealth when there were so many that had none; that struggled for every cent they made.

      Looking around at all the opulence, I sincerely doubted a single Hawthorn alive had to work even one day of hard labor for the money they so callously threw away at all of these parties.

      My inner venting came to an abrupt standstill when I stared open-mouthed at what I was certain was a bushel of saffron flowers a hands-breadth away. The purple outer petals were vibrant and breathtakingly beautiful, contrasting wonderfully with the inner yellow petals and red stigma of the saffron herb.

      My blood froze in my veins.

      Saffron was the most expensive herb in the world and it was right in front of me. Ripe for the taking. I shook my head. I couldn’t… shouldn’t.

      I looked around, finding myself entirely alone and unsure what to do. Saffron could be made into potions for wealth, strength, and even used as a powerful aphrodisiac. I could make a crap ton of money from a single flower. And they had at least fifty.

      Would they even notice if I just took one?

      Making up my mind, I plucked the three red stigmas off a single flower and froze when a voice sounded behind me, “And what might you be doing?”
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      I whirled around, my hand fisted over the stolen property as I caught sight of a man standing a few feet away, his navy blue suit fitted to perfection over his tall, muscular frame. His mask was designed like the head of a raven and covered everything from his nose up.

      “Shit,” I said, my nerves wracking up ten-thousand notches. He was definitely someone important. “Please don’t tell anyone, I’ll put it back.” I opened my already sweaty hand, my fingers shaking slightly as I turned to place the herbs back on the flower. I didn’t even want to think about the world of trouble I’d be in if he told the Hawthorns I had the audacity to steal from them. They’d probably curse me and my next five generations.

      The gravelly sound of his chuckle caressed my ear, and my heart stuttered when I took in his magical signature. It was the flavor of mint and were three different shades of blue.

      His signature was blue.

      Crap crap crap.

      Red was the only color more powerful than blue, and I could count the number of people on one hand who were known to have one.

      “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart,” he said as he approached, plucking a few saffron stigmas of his own and casually tossing me a wink. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, my body losing a bit of tension. “What use do you have for saffron?” I gestured to his obviously expensive attire. “Aren’t you wealthy enough?”

      He grinned, my eyes jumping to his strong jawline and the single dimple that popped out on his cheek. “Who says I’d use it for wealth? Perhaps there’s a witch I’d like to entice to my bed.”

      I snorted. “Somehow I doubt you have trouble getting women into your bed.”

      He shrugged. “Never seems like the right woman though.” He looked me over from head to toe, his cobalt eyes shining in the moonlight. “What are you doing out here? Aside from committing theft, of course.”

      I gave him a dry look and he chuckled again, my traitorous body reacting way too inappropriately to the rough sound. “This isn’t really my scene, but I made a deal with a friend.”

      He made a show of looking around us. “And where is said friend? I’d guess he must be supremely bored without your company.”

      I rolled my eyes at his antics. “She’s fine and I’m sure thoroughly preoccupied right now.” If luck went her way, Greer had hopefully already bagged her bounty and was heading out.

      “Ahh,” he said as a cold breeze drifted through the garden and I shivered, goosebumps appearing all down my arms. “Then I guess I should thank her for leaving you all to myself,” he said teasingly before noticing the sudden chill and removing his jacket to hand over to me.

      I ignored the offer. “I was actually planning on heading out now that I…” I trailed off, my gaze flitting between the saffron and the exit.

      “Now that you’ve completed your thievery, you mean?” he asked, an amused flick of his lip making me reconsider leaving so hastily.

      Maybe the cards had the right idea. Perhaps I should be more open to the idea of romantic entanglements.

      His outstretched hand was still waiting and I wondered how strong he had to be to keep it up for so long. My entire arm would have been trembling by that point.

      “You know what,” I said, cursing myself internally for being so weak. “I didn’t have any plans other than to drink boxed wine and watch the new Marvel movie anyway.” I extended my hand to accept his jacket.

      He snorted but handed it over. “What changed your mind?”

      I paused, wondering if he’d accept an honest answer. “I guess you look like you could use a friend.”

      “A friend.” He mulled over the word as if it was foreign. “Yes, I suppose I could use one of those.” He gestured forward and began walking through the gardens, slowly taking stock of all the different plants as if it was something he did often.

      And perhaps he did. I had absolutely no idea who this mystery man was and it was high time to change that.

      “So,” I said, running my fingers over the soft petals of a ranunculus flower. “Are you ever planning to tell me your name or am I meant to guess?”

      He turned toward me and captured me with his cobalt gaze. “Tobias,” he said after a pause. “And you are…”

      I swallowed, trying to dispel the dryness from my mouth. “Leilani, though my friends call me Lei.”

      “Leilani.” He mused over my name as if tasting it on his tongue. “Has anyone ever told you your signature is absolutely divine, Leilani? I’ve never encountered two scents in a single signature.”

      I froze, confused by his words. “You can smell two?”

      “Of course. Lily and vanilla, an extraordinarily alluring combination if I’m being entirely honest with you.” He took in my confounded expression. “Do people not typically sense both?”

      I shook my head. “You’re the first.”

      He grinned widely. “Well, look at that. It must be fate.”

      “Uh… sure,” I said, suddenly feeling way out of my depth. Was he flirting with me? Did I want him to? Should I reciprocate? From what I could see of him, he was ridiculously attractive and clearly wealthy. Most likely way out of my league, which I had no doubt he’d figure out the moment we took off our masks.

      Maybe I’d just take Akira’s advice and ‘use ‘em and lose ‘em,’ though that wasn’t my style at all.

      “So, Leilani. Tell me about yourself. Do you come from a large family?” he asked, dousing the fire that had slowly been rising the longer I was in his presence.

      Of all the questions he could have asked. I dread social engagements for this specific purpose. I’ve made good impressions on witches until they find out I’m an orphan, and then suddenly it’s as if I contracted some contagious disease.

      I’d hoped he’d take longer to ask me that, knowing the second he did the moment would be over. He’d realize his mistake in flirting with me and leave me there… alone.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I said, “I’m actually an orphan, so I don’t know about any blood family. My best friend and her mom took me in as a teen though, so I consider them family.”

      He stopped walking, his gaze fixated on mine, making my heart palpitate way too quickly. “Huh,” he said before continuing onward. “Good riddance, I say. They clearly didn’t deserve you if they thought abandoning you was a smart decision.”

      My jaw dropped open.

      “What?” he said, amused by my confusion. “Blood means a lot to witches, but the family you choose, the ones who stay by your side through thick and thin, they are just as much family.”

      A wonderfully soulful melody drifted in from a nearby window, causing Tobias to pause to listen. He turned back to face me and lifted a hand. “Would you dance with me?”

      “You want me to dance… with you?” I stuttered, feeling entirely out of sorts. I couldn’t even remember a time I’d ever danced formally. The closest I think I ever came was dancing in the kitchen to pop music with Akira in our underwear.

      He smiled crookedly. “Yes, with me.”

      Warmth spread through my cheeks and I knew they were bright red. I was almost positive this was the moment the cards had been speaking of.

      Should I throw away caution and accept his hand or do what I always did and run away from any possible attraction?

      I loosed a breath and slipped my hand into his, hoping I wouldn’t regret it. Wondering if it wasn’t already too late. “I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

      He pulled me close, wrapping a warm hand around my waist while keeping the other clasped around mine. “Not to worry, just follow my lead. Feel free to step on my toes as much as you’d like.”

      We danced in silence, he kept our movements easy, simply swaying back and forth, my body relaxing with each passing minute.

      I opened my senses and let his signature wash around me, enjoying the fresh taste of mint on my tongue as the shades of blue swirled around us.

      Tobias stopped swaying for a moment and gently tilted my head back with a finger beneath my chin. “There’s something about you, Leilani. I can’t put my finger on it right now, but I can tell our futures are meant to intertwine.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Nobody had ever said anything remotely close to as romantic as that to me before. I glanced down at his full lips, wondering if he’d object to me kissing him.

      He seemed to understand where my mind had wandered because he leaned forward, his lips right above mine as if waiting for permission.

      I took in a deep breath, praying to the fates not to royally screw me over, and let our lips touch.
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      It was magic, plain and simple.

      Our lips moved together, slowly building intensity as we familiarized ourselves with each other.

      I sunk my fingers into his lush hair, my core heating when his arms tightened around my waist.

      Our tongues swirled against each other and I moaned into his mouth as his fingers moved up and down my body, leaving delicious tingles in their wake.

      Tobias pulled away and we looked at each other, both of us breathing heavier than normal, and it occurred to me that I just kissed a person whose face I had yet to see.

      How strange, yet it felt so… nice. The anonymity.

      I opened my mouth to speak and my vision spun as my body went flying through the air before landing in a rose bush, the thorns embedding painfully in my skin.

      “What the hell?” I groaned, pushing myself to my feet and staggering around as I blinked my vision into clarity.

      Tobias’s back was toward me as he faced three opponents, his mask discarded on the ground, dark red hair trimmed close to the sides of his head suddenly visible.

      Sparks flew back and forth between our attackers and Tobias, and it was hard to tell who was winning with all the noise and flashing lights.

      Tobias was standing tall and strong, and I ripped off my mask, activating the tattoo on my arm to pull my sword from the ether, twirling it around once it materialized in my palm.

      I readied myself to join the fray when one of the attackers noticed me and sent a massive fireball in my direction.

      I jumped to the side, narrowly missing being barbecued, and winced as a flash of heat seared my arm, the smell of burned flesh making me gag.

      Tobias’s energy levels multiplied to dangerous levels, my magic instinctively reacting as it rose to meet his. He was a terrifying sight to behold as he marched forward, slashing his arms in complicated patterns, blue and black streaks of light flying around the masked assailants.

      A chill swept over my body, goosebumps appearing along my skin at the sudden and complete terror displayed on their faces.

      They were frozen. Whether it was in fear or from Tobias’s magic, I didn’t know. All I knew was that Tobias was a lot stronger than I originally suspected.

      “You know this only ends one way,” Tobias said, his tone quiet and menacing. While it was frightening to have someone yell, there was nothing as petrifying as having someone speak in such a spine-chilling tone. The utter promise of death in his voice was unmistakable.

      He moved closer to the attackers, slowly withdrawing a dagger from somewhere within his suit, and then it hit me. He was about to commit murder right in front of my eyes in broad daylight. Okay, it was nighttime, but murder was murder regardless of the hour.

      “Wait!” I shouted, running forward, trying to ignore the sharp shoots of pain as I approached. “You can’t just unalive someone. We need to call The Supe Squad.”

      Tobias halted, his back tensing before he slowly turned around to face me. “Can’t I?”

      My mouth fell open as I took in his features, my feet stumbling backward of their own accord. Every cell in my body screamed at me to run as my brain recognized who stood before me.

      He was no guest like I’d thought. No, the man meeting my gaze was none other than Kieran Hawthorn, heir to the Hawthorn coven, and he’d just played me for a fool.

      His eyes softened and he took a step toward me, his arms raising in a submissive stance. “Leilani, it’s not how it looks.”

      The moment his back was turned, our assailants fled, their footsteps becoming increasingly more quiet as the seconds trailed by, my heart thumping in my chest.

      I was speechless.

      Why would he bother with the facade? Was it some sort of sick joke because he caught me stealing from him? My stomach churned, and I had the sudden urge to throw up. I felt like such an idiot for thinking he had been sincere.

      Anger flooded my veins, expelling the embarrassment and making me see red.

      “Please, let me explain,” Tobias — no, Kieran urged, taking another step forward, my eyes tracking his every movement.

      I put up a hand. “I don’t want to hear it.” My skin throbbed both from the thorns and the burn on my arm, so I released my sword back to the ether and proceeded to yank the thorns out of my flesh. “I’m getting the fuck out of here.”

      I went to walk around him, but he sidestepped directly into my path.

      I glared at him, certain he must have a death wish to mess with me after everything. And how was his suit still so fresh? He looked like he’d been on a casual stroll through the gardens not moments after an intense magical scuffle. Lucky bastard.

      “Get. Out. Of. My. Way,” I growled through clenched teeth, my fists balled at my sides.

      “I can’t do that, Lani,” he said calmly, his face devoid of emotions. Oh great, he gave me a pet name. How adorable. Not. “They saw us together and know what you look like. Whoever they are will come after you to get to me, so you’ll have to come stay with me. You aren’t safe on your own.”

      I tilted back my head and barked out a laugh. “If you think I’m going anywhere with you after this, you’re beyond deluded.”

      Footsteps sounded and Kieran leaped in front of me, shielding me from the newcomer. If I wasn’t so enraged, I’d be touched by the gesture.

      “Holy crap on a cracker, what happened out here?” an amused voice called.

      Kieran’s body relaxed and he moved out of the way, putting Enzo Arturo, easily distinguishable by his blue hair, tattoos running up and down his arms, and multiple piercings lining his ears into view.

      “Hi there!” he said jovially, looking between Kieran and myself. “Hmm…” he stroked the non-existing stubble on his chin. “The garden in shambles, clothes still on, and blood coating the pretty new witch. I’m going to guess… a fight?”

      He shot a faux glare to Kieran. “Damn… And you didn’t invite me? I am offended.”

      “We were attacked by rogue witches, and they caught us in a… compromising position,” Kieran explained, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Shit sticks,” Enzo said, tapping the earpiece that wrapped around his ear. “I need a security sweep of the property, detain and question anyone who looks suspicious.” He turned toward me. “I guess you’re coming with me then. Don’t worry, love, I’ll set you up at a secure hotel and make sure nobody sees us arrive.”

      My mind spun. Why did they automatically assume I’m just going to go with complete strangers to unknown locations? Were they absolutely daft?

      “She’ll be staying with me,” Kieran practically growled, his voice giving no room for argument.

      Enzo’s face looked shocked for a moment before he schooled his expression. “Of course.” He gestured for the exit. “We should get going though, don’t want anyone else catching sight of her.”

      Enough was enough. “Yeah, that’s a hard no from me. I’m not going anywhere with either of you. And who gives a flying fuck if they see my face? We don’t even know each other!”

      “Be that as it may, the rogues that jumped us don’t know that, and they’ll use whatever they can to get to me. Believe me, it’s happened plenty of times before, so unless you feel like ending up as extremely expensive fertilizer, we need to leave. Now.”

      Fuck. I didn’t want to die, but I didn’t want to go with him either. Not after what he did, but what choice did I have?

      Enzo smiled on the sidelines, clearly entertained by our argument.

      I sighed. “Fine, but we need to stop by my place to pick up my shit. I’m not wearing stranger’s clothes.”

      Kieran raised a brow but nodded. “Anything you want, Lani.”
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      After collecting my belongings silently so as not to wake up Akira and be bombarded with a host of questions I couldn’t and didn’t want to answer, I left her a note on the fridge door and headed back to Kieran’s electric and very expensive-looking sports car.

      I rested my head on the window, drawing smiley faces on the glass as my eyes slowly drifted closed, the adrenaline from the fight having ebbed away.

      Strong arms surrounded my body and lifted me up, the scent of mint wafting through the air as I was carried steadily in a straight path.

      A part of my brain yelled about feminism and how I should be standing on my own feet, but I was much too tired to open my eyes, let alone walk unassisted, so I let my body relax in the strong, capable arms.

      And then we stopped, and the sound of a door creaking open reached my ears, muffled voices echoing around me.

      “You brought a woman… here? This is most unusual, sir.”

      “Yes, I know, but it couldn’t be avoided. I won’t have her in danger. Not her.” He resumed his pace.

      “Who is she?” the unfamiliar male voice asked.

      “Someone I didn’t even realize I was searching for.”

      “Lani.” His voice was like liquid chocolate, smooth and decadent, and not at all healthy for me. “Wake up and tell me where it hurts so I can heal you.”

      My body touched what was possibly the softest sheets I’d ever felt and my eyes slid open.

      “Hmm?” I grumbled, my mind fuzzy from sleep.

      Kieran’s face swam into view as he chuckled, his teeth perfectly straight and white. I fought the urge to punch them. How utterly annoying. Couldn’t he have at least one flaw?

      His hands started roaming over my body and I began to bat them away until the first wave of healing energy flowed over me and I moaned audibly before snapping my lips shut.

      His magic was like a cool caress, whispering across my flesh as it mended the burns and gashes. I let my eyes drift closed as his energy swirled around us, lulling me to sleep.
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      I woke up in an unfamiliar room, the furniture deep shades of brown and the color scheme an array of natural tones. I sat up, rubbing my forehead, wondering what in the hell happened when the memories of the night before came rushing back.

      I was in Kieran’s house. Kieran Hawthorn’s fucking house and he hadn’t killed me for stealing from him, in fact, he’d done something decidedly more wicked. He’d pretended to be interested in me, to make me kiss him… for a joke. As some sort of payback.

      While I supposed it was better to be embarrassed than murdered, it seemed the people were right. The Hawthorns were bad news and I had somehow been convinced to come stay here to what… be their guest? It was madness. Who knew what other humiliating things Kieran had planned for me.

      I spotted my belongings on the dresser across the room and leaped for them, pulling out my tarot deck and settling back on the bed as quietly as I could.

      I waited with bated breath, straining my ears to understand if someone had heard me, but the house was eerily silent.

      I cut the deck, shuffling the cards as I thought of my past, present, and future before taking a deep breath and flipping over three cards in rapid succession.

      My eyes dropped to the first card, the Ten of Swords, which was easy enough to decipher. I had been betrayed before. Stabbed in the back. By him. He who shall not be spoken about ever.

      The card to represent my present was Death. While it didn’t always mean actual death, it could speak of significant change. My heart thudded in my chest. I didn’t want change in my life. I liked my life, thank you very much. I had no interest in changing it, and definitely not to include an arrogant asshole like Kieran.

      I shook my head and switched my gaze to the card that would give me insight into my future and gasped. It was the Three of Swords. Sadness, loneliness, heartbreak.

      I rubbed my eyes, wishing I could rewind time and take back the deal with Greer. I don’t know what I’d been thinking, letting her convince me to go to that stupid party. This was exactly why I didn’t get involved with witches. They sucked.

      I cleaned up the cards and turned on my cell phone, activating the GPS to figure out my location, a bunch of texts from Akira lighting up my phone.

      Bitch, I sure hope you have a better explanation for where you went than that crap you stuck on the fridge. Call me back or I’m coming to check on you. You know I can find you anywhere.

      I knew she was serious. Part of Akira’s powers were seeking abilities, so almost anything she was searching for, she could find. People paid her to discreetly locate and retrieve certain items for them. Items they didn’t want others knowing they possessed.

      Leilani Fowler, I am standing in your room, and your tarot deck is missing. What the fuck is going on?

      My GPS pinged with my location. I wasn’t too far from the city. I gazed out the window to the forest that surrounded me. I could just make a run for it. It wasn’t like I was a prisoner or something. He couldn’t force me to stay here, and I wasn’t some damsel in distress, regardless of whatever danger Kieran said there was.

      I could defend myself, and I had some of the most powerful supernaturals as friends. I didn’t have to stay.

      That’s it, I’m on my way. Mori’s coming too.

      Fuck. That wasn’t good. I didn’t want them anywhere near the Hawthorns, especially not Akira. Not that I thought the Hawthorns would care about her real identity.

      I typed out a quick response. Keep your panties on. I’m on my way back now.

      I prayed she saw that before getting too close and began tossing my stuff back into my bags, using my energy to activate the tattoo behind my ear to make my movements undetectable, and the tattoo on the back of my arm to hide my scent.

      With a last lingering look at the bedroom door, I opened the window and slipped out, dropping to the ground and landing on my feet. I couldn’t believe my luck that the window had been left open, and then it hit me.

      Nobody dared to steal from the Hawthorns, knowing the consequences weren’t worth it. Except for me, apparently.

      I sprinted for the coverage of the trees and followed the direction on my phone, stupidly not paying enough attention to my surroundings when a group of witches stepped out from the foliage and blocked my path.

      I skidded to a halt, my heart pounding in my chest as the now-unmasked witches looked me over, their hands raised and magic crackling in their palms.

      Fuck.
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      There were five witches approaching me but one face stuck out in particular. A blonde in her early twenties with hair perfectly coifed, and a cold, cruel smile that crossed her face, her cheekbones sharp and prominent.

      “I need her alive, though feel free to mess up that pretty face a bit.”

      A chill ran down my spine at her obvious callousness. I trained with my friends a lot, but it was always one-on-one, I’d never expected I’d need to learn how to fight against multiple opponents. I was a tattoo artist for magic’s sake. This entire situation was absolutely garbage, but maybe I could talk myself out of it. It seemed like they wanted someone important to Kieran, and that wasn’t me.

      “Wait!” I shouted, shocked to all hell when they halted. “Look, I think you might have gotten the wrong impression the other night. I’m not involved with Kieran. Like… at all. In fact, I didn’t even know who he was when we kissed at the ball.”

      Gods, saying those words made me sound ridiculous, like some sort of Disney princess.

      The blonde looked me over, seeming unimpressed. “You certainly aren’t his usual type, that’s for sure.”

      Wow, this bitch was just asking to be hit in the face.

      “Exactly, I’m not even his type. I promise you, I mean nothing to him, so using me against him is pointless. He won’t give you whatever you want from him. I’m a crap bargaining chip.”

      She paused, looking at her lackeys and turned back to face me. “You say that, yet here you are, coming straight from his property. The only person he’s ever allowed step foot inside. That says all we need to know.” She gestured to the witches. “Get her.”

      I took a deep breath, my heart pounding in my chest as I activated the tattoo that crisscrossed over my abdomen, real-life vines materializing in my palms a second later. A sword would do me no good against multiple assailants at once, but with the vines, maybe I had a chance. Hopefully.

      A ball of crackling electricity flew toward my face, and I whipped up a vine at the last second, slicing through it as shocks spread along my skin from the contact.

      I gritted my teeth against the pain and snapped a vine, whipping it out at the nearest rogues. If I was going down, I’d try to take as many with me as possible.

      Two of the witches leaped for my arms, grabbing me and stopping my movements.

      I struggled against them, but they were twice my weight and covered in muscles.

      One of them kicked out my legs and I fell to the ground, my entire weight crashing down on my kneecaps. A wave of terror washed over me as the blonde walked up and I saw the fury written all over her face. I couldn’t understand what would make her that pissed at me.

      “I don’t get it,” she said, looking me over once more. “You’re so ordinary.”

      “Maybe she has a golden pussy,” one of the witches holding me suggested with a laugh, his fingers digging into my arm painfully.

      Panic choked me and I wondered how the hell Greer was able to deal with people like them every day. Every damn day, she chased after criminals, fending off attacks and taking them out.

      I couldn’t even last a single attack before getting overwhelmed within seconds. It was pathetic.

      “Please,” I said, tears leaking out of my eyes. “You have it all wrong. I mean nothing to him. Just let me leave and I won’t go anywhere near him again. I’ll move to another city, I promise.”

      She tilted her head back and laughed, and even that was cold and unfeeling. “You think I care about your feelings? The world is a savage, bloodthirsty place, and people like you aren’t meant to survive it. You need to be stronger, smarter, and more cunning than the people around you, or you’ll get eaten alive. Too bad you won’t live very long to figure it out.”

      And while I hated her with a burning passion, part of what she said rang true. I was weak, pretending that I could get through life by ignoring my own people, regardless that they shunned me since I was a child.

      The tears dried on my face as I lifted it, determined to find a way out of this when the world turned dark, shadows flowing through the trees.

      The blonde’s face paled and she cursed before grabbing something from her bag and slamming it to the ground, her body disappearing in a flash. Transportation potion. It was expensive, and damn near impossible to brew.

      The rest of the witches weren’t as lucky and they all turned to flee but froze as their bodies were consumed by shadows, and the terrible sound of bones snapping echoed through the woods before Kieran and Enzo stepped into view.

      The shadows receded, the bodies of the now-dead rogues littered the ground, their necks all facing the wrong direction.

      Bile surged in my throat and I heaved, but nothing came up. I sat back on my heels as Enzo reached my side, dropping on the ground and looking me over, presumably for injuries.

      “Did they hurt you?” he asked, concern lining his features.

      I shook my head, unable to get the words out of my mouth.

      Kieran offered a hand to help me up, his expression giving nothing away. “Am I so horrible that you’d choose death just to escape me?” he asked quietly.

      My mouth dropped open, but before I had a chance to reply, he continued, “I know this wasn’t what you signed up for when we met in the gardens, but fate clearly brought us together for a reason, Lani. I’ll make this right, I promise.”

      Fate. There was that word again.

      Fate could go screw itself for all I cared.
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      After a long, hot shower to wash off the remnants of the fight, I followed the sound of voices into the kitchen to see Kieran sitting at the table talking to a man who had his back facing me.

      Someone please explain to me why he had to be wearing grey sweatpants and nothing else? What did I do to deserve the torture of seeing every chiseled muscle that lined his arms and torso all the way down to a delicious v that escaped into his low-strung pants?

      I swallowed and turned my gaze to the stranger, but all I could see was his shoulder-length, dark brown hair and his lean frame, but I had a distinct feeling I knew who it was.

      I sighed, wondering how my life had changed so abruptly that it was perfectly normal to wake up in one coven prince’s house to see another at his table.

      “Hey,” I said, stepping into the room, and Kieran’s eyes flicked over to me. I didn’t miss the way his eyes trailed over my body, leaving tingles as if they were his fingers instead. Bad Lei. You don’t like this asshole.

      “Leilani, have you met Ace Sinclair?” Kieran asked as he gestured to the newcomer who turned around and met my gaze, ensnaring me with his emerald orbs.

      I felt a static charge sweep over me the moment our eyes locked, but the sensation left so quickly, I wasn’t even sure it was real. “I can’t say that I have,” I forced out.

      “Huh,” the heir of Coven Sinclair said, his brow furrowing. “Are you sure about that? There’s something… familiar about you.” Oddly enough, I felt the same way as if we’d met before, but that was impossible.

      I snorted. “Unless you spend a lot of your time in Twisted Hollows, I highly doubt we’ve ever met.” The city as a whole was named Mystic Oaks, but Twisted Hollows was the darker, seedier part of the city.

      Ace grinned. “I’ve been there a time or two, a friend of mine frequents that dive bar on crescent drive.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You’ve been to the Dirty Dragon?”

      He barked a laugh. “I’ll deny it to my dying breath if you ever tell my mother, but yeah, they have great drinks.”

      Kieran looked between us and frowned. “Ace stopped by to try and help us identify the attackers today since a few of them bore Sinclair coven tattoos.”

      Ace’s expression turned serious. “Look, man. If there were any witches from my coven involved in this, it didn’t come from up top. They are likely mercenaries following the money. It most definitely isn’t an affront from my parents. They are your closest allies.”

      Kieran pinched the bridge of his nose. “You know I had to ask, and allies can turn from friend to foe at any moment.”

      Ace shrugged nonchalantly and took a sip of his tea as if they were casually discussing the weather, not their families turning into enemies.

      “I think you’re right about them being mercenaries,” I said, looking around for something to eat when a grey-haired man entered the room carrying a tray with a stack of steaming hot pancakes, a cup of tea, a mug of coffee, and maple syrup. He placed it before me without a word and departed before I could thank him.

      “What makes you think that?” Kieran asked, not at all surprised by what just happened.

      I decided not to ask questions and just dig in. I wasn’t in any position to shrug off a free meal. “Well,” I said as I started on the pancakes, “There was another woman there who seemed to be in charge. All of the others were following her lead.”

      “Another woman?” Kieran asked, leaning forward. “Apart from the witches lying dead on the ground outside?” He said it so dispassionately; as if committing mass murder was an everyday occurrence for him. Maybe it was.

      “Don’t waste your thoughts feeling sympathetic over their deaths,” Ace added, his gaze inquisitive. “They were, without a doubt, there to either abduct or murder you. They wouldn’t waste sympathy on you.”

      “Right,” I said, wondering how long it would take being involved in their world to make someone so callous about the loss of life. Though, Greer and Akira certainly weren’t bothered by it either, so maybe I was the odd one for being uncomfortable by needless death.

      “There was a blonde woman who used a transportation potion to escape just before you arrived. She had blue eyes, sharp facial features, and she was taller than me, but not close to your height.”

      Kieran and Ace cursed simultaneously.

      “What?” I asked. “Who is it?”

      “Sage,” they answered in unison.

      “Who’s Sage?”

      This time, Ace grinned and clapped Kieran on the shoulder. “Lover boy’s ex. She was convinced they were going to get married, but Kieran here dropped her to the side of the road like the trash she is.”

      “I see,” I said, the pieces beginning to fall together. “So you’ve been having threats on your life and your mind doesn’t immediately jump to your spurned ex? Seems pretty straight forward to me.”

      “Not in our world,” Kieran responded, a slight blush creeping up along his neck. “It would be normal, expected even, for her to publicly humiliate me for ending our affair, but murder? Unlikely. She knows my coven would decimate hers instantly.”

      “She’s cunning enough to be the mastermind behind something like this, but I just don’t see her going through all of this just because you rejected her,” Ace said, his brow furrowed before getting to his feet. “I have a few sources I can look into, discreetly, of course.”

      “I appreciate that, Ace,” Kieran said and shook his hand.

      Ace turned to me and held out his phone. “Give me your number so I can let you know the next time I’m in Twisted hollows. We can get shit faced together at the Dirty Dragon.”

      I laughed as I put in my number, ignoring the pinched expression on Kieran’s face. “Sounds good to me.”
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      “So,” Kieran started once it was just the two of us. “I’ll admit, I looked you up after the ball, but there seems to be a bit of mystery surrounding you. You don’t have any registered powers or coven.”

      I gave him a blank stare, trying not to get lost in his cerulean gaze. “Is there supposed to be a question somewhere in there?”

      He raised a brow and I could swear I saw the corner of his mouth twitch. “Lani Fowler, would you please tell me about your magic and why you aren’t registered to a specific coven?”

      I guess I should have been more surprised it took him this long to bring it up. “As you already know, I’m an orphan, so my magic was never formally tested or trained. Everything I know I taught myself.”

      He paused a moment as if gauging my reaction to the conversation. “Would you be open to me testing your magic? I can sense it, and it’s clear whatever magic you do have is extremely strong, but it seems almost… untapped. I’d be more than happy to explore that with you.”

      “Oh,” I said, totally not expecting his offer. I doubted I’d get another opportunity like this again, so who was I to throw it away? “Sure. That would be great, thanks.”

      He waved a hand. “You’re really doing me a favor. I never seem to find enough time to go back to the basics.” He got up from the table and gestured to the exit. “Come on, I have a training room just down the hall.”

      His house was pristine and almost entirely white. Everything from the paint on the walls to the tiles on the floor was white. I got a glimpse of the living room and even the couch was white. The only splashes of color were accent pieces that matched the style of my bedroom furniture. No, Kieran’s guest room furniture.

      Gah, It’s like I moved in and claimed a room for myself. I must be going crazy.

      He led me into a room that had gym equipment on one side, and a mat covering the floor on the other side with a long row of mirrors lining the exercise section. Greer would probably orgasm just from stepping foot into this room.

      He pointed to a set of shelves. “Your tank top is fine to train in, but you might want to grab yourself a pair of sweats.”

      I looked down at my clothes, suddenly remembering that I was wearing fishnet tights and a black leather mini skirt. Right, not the best training outfit. Especially when I was absolutely not going to let a repeat of that kiss happen. Right?

      I jogged over to the shelf and grabbed a pair of sweats and quickly switched clothes, keeping an eye on Kieran to make sure he kept his back facing me. “So,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder, “I’ve only figured out some aspects of my magic a few years ago when I was doing my first tattoo.”

      “Okay,” he said, taking the opportunity to roam his eyes along my exposed skin, taking in the various ink that trailed my flesh. “And?”

      “I realized I can imbue my magic into the tattoos to make them do things.” At his confused expression, I continued, “It’s probably best I just show you.”

      I took in a breath and activated the matching tattoos that lined the sides of my wrists, smiling when Kieran jumped back as daggers materialized in my hands.

      After recovering from his initial shock, he grinned devilishly. “That is probably the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I choked. “It wasn’t meant to be sexy, it’s meant to be intimidating!”

      “Well, to your enemies, I’m sure it will be, but not to me. I was enthralled by you before ever seeing your face, then I was enamored by your beauty. But this? That makes you utterly captivating. Thoughtful, intelligent, beautiful, and fierce. The ultimate seduction.”

      “I think we’re going off track,” I said as I took a few steps back, desperately trying to get the thought of licking my way down his happy trail out of my head. He probably sucked in bed anyway.

      “Fine,” he sighed, exasperated. “I’ll behave. Why don’t we put aside the magical aspect of your training now, and do a test run of your physical training.”

      I nodded and followed him onto the mat and dropped into a fighting stance, letting myself sink into the familiarity of training.

      He walked around me, assessing my fighting stance, making a comment here or there on how I could improve, somehow not making it feel obnoxious.

      The moment he stood behind my back, I whipped my elbow back, making a beeline for his face, hoping to make contact with his nose.

      He leaped to the side, moving out of reach of my elbow, and chuckled darkly. “Tsk tsk, Lani. How very naughty of you, using a cheap shot like that. We haven’t even really begun.” His eyes lit with excitement, clearly thrilled by my underhanded tactic.

      I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, I was getting bored waiting for you to make a move.”

      “If you wanted me to make a move, darling, that’s all you needed to say.” And then he pounced, bringing his fist around to my face, which I easily deflected and countered with a three-part combo. Head, chest, and ribs, all of which he fended off without a sweat.

      Narrowing my eyes, I moved to the side as his arm came back around, catching it and twisting him around to lock him in an armbar, which he slithered out of before I could blink. Damn it, he was fast.

      He was really killing my confidence here. One-on-one combat was my specialty, so I tried a move I was still perfecting with Akira. One that I only half the time succeeded in, but what the heck.

      Using his knee as leverage, I leaped up and wrapped my legs around his neck to use my momentum to bring him to the floor. Only, he didn’t budge and I was left with him standing totally erect with my legs tightly wrapped around his head, his face staring directly into my crotch. Oh, for magic’s sake!

      “If I weren’t a gentlemen, I would point out that I’m in the perfect position to make you scream in pleasure instead of pain. And trust me, you would.” His arms lifted to wrap around my thighs and I froze, my breathing labored from more than the fight.

      I slid down his body slowly, every centimeter of my skin staying flush to his as I dipped lower, his arms forcing my legs to stay wrapped around his waist.

      We stared into each other’s eyes and, for the life of me, I couldn’t remember why I wasn’t supposed to be touching him this way.

      He slammed his lips down on mine as he walked to the wall, pushing me against it as he ravished my mouth.

      I moaned as his tongue touched mine, loving the sheer strength of his body underneath my fingers as I moved them everywhere I could reach, and from the stiffness of his cock, I could tell he was as turned on as me.

      I yanked his hair back to gain access to his neck and I sucked on the skin there as I ground my body against his, moving my hand down to yank on his pants.

      He groaned, one of his fingers rubbing my clit through my sweats in the most amazing way before someone’s voice echoed throughout the room. “Isn’t this adorable?”
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      I screamed, bashing my face into Kieran’s and hearing the crunch of his nose before the torrent of curses released from his mouth.

      My feet landed on the floor as Kieran dropped me to bring his hands to his face, stopping the flow of blood with a hastily conjured healing spell.

      “Rue,” Kieran grunted, tossing a glare to the absolute bombshell that was waiting at the entryway to the room with a shit-eating grin on her face. “What have I told you about showing up without warning?”

      “Hmm,” she tapped her chin which her straight black hair barely reached. “That I should do it whenever I want because I’m your sister and you love me unconditionally?”

      I tried to stifle my laugh, but apparently I didn’t do it so well because Kieran directed some of that glare toward me.

      “Shit,” I said, wincing as I took in the blood that now coated his shirt, miraculously, none of which ended up on me. “I’m so sorry.”

      Rue stepped further into the room, her crop top and short-shorts looking hella good on her extremely toned body. “I would pay a ridiculous amount of money to see you smash his nose again.”

      I laughed, instantly taking a liking to her. “As long as you make sure to get video evidence.”

      “Absolutely not,” Kieran interjected. “You two are banned from bonding.”

      “Nah, I don’t think so,” Rue said before slipping an arm over my shoulders. “I think I just met my new bestie. Don’t you?”

      “Definitely,” I agreed, mostly because I knew it would annoy Kieran.

      He rubbed a hand down his face. “Why do I feel like this is going to end very badly for me?”

      “Because it probably will,” Rue quipped.

      “Why are you here, in my home, bothering us?” He walked over to the shelves and wiped his face off with a towel, only managing to get off half of the blood which had begun to dry.

      “She’s not bothering me,” I said, grinning when he narrowed his gaze at me.

      “At least someone wants me around,” Rue said as she poked Kieran in the ribs. “And I came because you didn’t answer your phone and the ‘rents want you to come to dinner Friday night.”

      He threw the towel in a basket beside the shelves. “Rue, it’s Tuesday. You didn’t have to come all the way over here to tell me that.”

      She shrugged. “I was in the neighborhood.”

      His brow furrowed. “There is nobody else in the ‘neighborhood’ besides me. What’s really going on?”

      Her grin faltered and she tossed me a side glance. “Am I not allowed to miss my brother?”

      His expression softened and he gave her a sweet smile that I doubt many people got to see. “Of course you can, Ruru. If Lani’s okay with it, you can spend the rest of the day with us.”

      “And who exactly is Lani?” Rue asked me with a lifted brow, her cerulean gaze so similar to her brother’s.

      “It’s Leilani, actually. Nobody calls me Lani.”

      “I do,” Kieran interjected.

      “Precisely. Nobody.”

      “Ow,” he said, clutching his chest. “That was so… cold-hearted.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m down for some company, I’ll probably lose my mind if I need to be alone with your brother all day every day.”

      “All day, every day?” Rue asked, confused. “Do you live here?”

      Kieran sighed. “Why don’t I explain it after Lani and I shower.”

      I balked as she smirked. “Separately.”

      Kieran almost seemed to pout. “Fine, separately.”

      I let the door swing into his face as we exited, chuckling when he let out a curse, followed by the refreshing scent of magic when he undoubtedly healed himself. Again.

      We spent the next few hours getting to know each other while I taught them to bake cookies and set up the perfect movie marathon. Superhero-themed, of course.

      It turned out Rue was only two years younger and was finishing up her studies in the only mixed-race university that existed in Mystic Oaks. I was almost glad I hadn’t had formal magical education because it sounded hard as fuck.

      She even let me give her a small tattoo that would boost her speed when she said there was a vampire giving her some trouble.

      Overall, a great day, but I was glad when she finally made her exit, leaving the house quiet again as the sun made its descent over the horizon.

      “Lani,” Kieran said as he inched closer on the couch and put my feet into his lap. “About earlier—"

      “Nothing happened,” I said, hurriedly, not giving him a chance to make a fool of me again. “Let’s just chalk it up to a rush of endorphins from the training.”

      He frowned. “That wasn’t what I was going to say at all. I’m sorry for not being honest about my identity when we first met, but I’m hoping you can understand the difficulty I have making honest connections. I never know if the women I meet are after my money or my title, so I wanted to be more careful this time, especially because I was drawn to you.”

      He began massaging my feet, my breath catching in my chest and I didn’t know what to think. How did one explanation from him suddenly make what he did so reasonable? I didn’t want to let him off so easily, but a part of me did sympathize with his situation.

      “And I’m sure whoever wasn’t after your money or title would be more hesitant simply because you’re a Hawthorn.”

      He nodded. “That’s another thing.” He took my hands in his own. “Lani, I feel very strongly that fate brought us together, and I’d really like to explore what there is between us. If you don’t feel the burning connection that I do, then fine, but if you do, give us a chance before you write us off.”

      I trailed my gaze from his throat, up to his strong jawline until I met his eyes, a storm brewing in their depths.

      “If I do this, you have to promise me something,” I said, hardly able to believe the words were really leaving my mouth.

      “Anything,” he breathed, moving even closer until our lips were a hairsbreadth apart.

      “Swear that you won’t break my heart.”

      “If you give me your heart, there is nothing I would treasure more,” he said, and I could feel how earnest he was. How the sincerity rang through each word.

      So, gathering every last bit of courage I had left, I said, “I guess you better kiss me then.”
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      “Baxter, drop the rat!” Lilly chased the calico kitten down the hallway. Cats were supposed to be lithe and graceful, not run into everything in their wake. “Giuseppe is not your dinner. If you don’t stop, I’ll zap your ass.” Lilly flicked her wrist, and her silver bangles changed from bracelets to a wand. When she rounded the corner, she slid to a stop so she didn’t squash the feline. Baxter gently placed his owner’s pet rat on the floor, then began cleaning his paw like he hadn’t just about given Lilly a heart attack or completely wrecked two rooms in his quest to get away. She pointed her wand at him anyway, and the cat took off like a shot. “Yeah, you better run, you little monster.” Lilly got down on the floor to look for the rat. Two beady eyes glowed beneath a wingback chair. Knee-crawling, Lilly held out her hand when she was close enough, and Giuseppe scurried onto her palm.

      Crisis averted, although Lilly was pretty sure Baxter wouldn’t actually eat Giuseppe. Glenda Rhodes, Lilly’s next-door neighbor, had several pets other than those two. The woman had fish, two snakes, as well as a tarantula, and Baxter never really bothered any of them, so maybe he was just bored today or missing his person. Whenever Glenda went out of town to visit her daughter, Lilly watched over the menagerie. She also took the opportunity to cleanse the house of bad juju from Glenda’s on-again, off-again boyfriend, Wendell. The man was a mooch, but Glenda always took him back for whatever reason. If Lilly wasn’t afraid of it coming back to her three-fold, she would put a hex on Wendell.

      After making sure Giuseppe was secure in his cage and Baxter couldn’t get to the rat, Lilly retraced her steps and put the rooms back to rights before gathering her supplies. Then she locked up the house and walked next door to her own manor in the Garden District. Before she reached the gate, her phone rang. When she saw who it was, Lilly dropped her head back on her shoulders and stared at the sky. She was a good witch. Really, she was. So why was the goddess punishing her?

      “Lilly St. James,” she answered cheerily. “Hello, Mrs. Grissom. No, of course you’re not calling too late on a weeknight.” Lilly rolled her eyes. “I have just the potion for you. No ma’am, it’s no trouble. I can drop it off at the shop tomorrow. Yes, I know Grams made house calls, but… yes ma’am she mixed yours especially… of course I… Yes ma’am. I’ll get right on that, but I’ll still have to send it to Hexes and Ohs. Now, let me get busy so the ingredients have time to bind. I’ll talk to you later.” Lilly disconnected before the woman could argue any further. Harriet Grissom was older than dirt and one of Grams’s first customers. Grams had gone around to homes when she was first starting out in her craft, and several of her customers expected Lilly to continue the service.

      Being an artist, Lilly split her evenings between painting and mixing potions; therefore, she didn’t have time for house calls. Neither did she have patience for the inevitable questions regarding her love life. Or rather, the lack of one. It wasn’t as if Lilly didn’t want to date, she just hadn’t found a man worth her time or one she didn’t want to put a curse on after the first date. Lilly was looking for a man who made her body sing while being a gentleman. She wanted a man who looked at Lilly like she hung the moon while doing his best to lasso the same heavenly body for her. Lilly wanted a man willing to fight her battles while stepping back when she wanted to fight for herself. She didn’t think that was asking too much.

      As Lilly pushed through the gate at the sidewalk, a gentle breeze ruffled her hair. New Orleans was a magical city, but during October? It was as though the town was plugged into a light socket whereas they’d normally use oil lamps. It was Lilly’s favorite time of year. With Halloween only a few days away, the town was overrun with tourists who wanted to feel the magic. Lilly thought for a second before waving her hands over the jack-o’-lanterns on her porch. With a flick of her wrist and a thought, the carvings morphed from crescent moons to cats with fluffy tails. With another flick, she lit the candles within. A stronger breeze threatened the flames, but after flickering a few times, they remained lit.

      The hair on Lilly’s arms rose, and she shivered. Not from the chill but from the scent wafting on the air. It was masculine. Enticing. Nauseating. Like a magick spell meant to make you happy laced with something to keep you from fully achieving that joy. Waving her hand, Lilly unlocked the door with a thought and pushed it open. After slamming it closed behind her, she took a deep breath through her mouth so as not to inhale more of that enticing aroma. Lilly had encountered all sorts of mystical beings from witches and wizards to voodoo practitioners and shamans. She had come across spells and wards and hexes, but nothing like what she felt when she inhaled this aroma.

      Lilly headed for the attic, not bothering to stop until she was in the room where Grams had taught her everything. She placed her cleansing supplies on the old table in the corner and went to the lectern where the grimoire was opened to the last page she’d researched. Lilly had been trying to figure out the cause of her troubling breeze for a couple days to no avail. Page after page, Lilly searched until her eyes started to cross.

      The thick grimoire thudded loudly in the otherwise silent room when Lilly closed it. She rubbed her temples, wishing for the thousandth time her grandmother were still alive. If anyone could figure out what was wrong with Lilly, it would be her Grams. Lilly was no stranger to potions and spells. She created many of both to help those who came to the shop on Decatur Street her grandmother had run for over thirty years. When Grams passed away several years ago, Lilly didn’t have the time to take over Hexes and Ohs, so she turned its management over to another witch. Marigold was a blessing, taking on the role of both caretaker for the shop as well as Lilly’s confidant.

      Needing fresh air, Lilly padded across the hardwood attic floor and opened the window that faced the street. Grams had raised Lilly from the time she was six. Her parents were still alive, but when Lilly had shown an affinity for magick, they agreed it was better she live with the woman who could help hone her craft. The manor was now Lilly’s, but it was too large and too empty without her grandmother’s overflowing personality. That was one of the reasons Lilly spent most of her time in the little apartment above her art studio across from Jackson Square. She only returned to the house when she needed to work on potions for the store or to search the massive grimoire for answers.

      As Lilly stared out into the early morning, a dark mass grew closer to the house. She shoved the window closed before the cloud of ashes could make its way inside. If her grandmother were alive, she would have seen a corporeal presence instead of the scattered remnants of what used to be a living being. Since Lilly, unlike Grams, didn’t have the ability to speak with ghosts, all she saw was a small whirlwind of particles. “She’s not here anymore,” Lilly called out to the dust cloud. It continued to swirl in the air outside the house, so Lilly closed the curtains, hoping the lost soul would move on.

      Turning back to the task at hand, Lilly once more flipped through the grimoire, searching for something – anything – that would help with her current predicament. Lilly spent most days selling her artwork at the Square alongside other artists, musicians, and tarot readers. A strangeness had been floating on the air for several days. It wasn’t the sounds of Jazz playing in the background. Nor the tourists milling around Jackson Square. Nor the myriad of smells that wafted around her. No, it was a feeling. One that she couldn’t put her finger on. It wasn’t wrong per se, just different. As though an unknown force was moving around, close enough to be felt but not seen. It was nothing she’d ever encountered before, and since she couldn’t find anything in the large tome, it was nothing Grams had encountered either.

      Giving up for the moment, Lilly retreated downstairs and exited out the back door to the small seating area in the garden. That familiar scent caught Lilly’s attention, and she scanned the area, searching for the cause, doing her best not to inhale too deeply. She was too late, though, as her stomach churned. That was the part that had her spooked. How could something so delicious have her clutching her stomach? Lilly rushed back inside, slamming the door behind her. She leaned against it and swallowed hard. When that didn’t help, she thought a cup of tea might. Instead of zapping water in the microwave, Lilly put the kettle on. The same kettle her grandmother had used for many years. Simple things like heating water on the stove kept her grandmother close.

      “I’m still with you,” Gram’s echoed back, only Lilly knew it was her mind pretending. Offering comfort when there was none. Even Gram’s beloved cat, Jenkins, had followed in death soon after Grams had passed, leaving Lilly truly alone.

      Once the tea had somewhat settled her stomach, Lilly showered and dressed. She locked up the house, then made her way across town to her art studio. She had a commissioned piece in need of finishing, and locking herself in the manor’s attic wouldn’t get the job done. Lilly parked in the paid lot on Decatur instead of taking one of the closer metered spots. She didn’t mind the walk, especially when it was so early, and she had the streets mostly to herself.

      Instead of a security alarm, Lilly set wards around the front and back doors. The back of the shop led to a small enclosure. For someone to come in Lilly’s back door, they would have to climb down from the roof. Still, she warded the back same as she did the front. Once inside, she locked the door behind her and headed upstairs. Lilly grabbed a handful of peanut M&Ms from the bowl on the kitchen table before walking down the hallway to her studio.

      She studied the canvas, searching for the missing element. Knowing what it was, Lilly turned to the small refrigerator where she kept water and one other liquid. She retrieved a small vial and unscrewed the lid. Lilly dipped a dropper into the vial and squeezed the rubber tip, extracting the crimson fluid. She added two drops of blood to the scarlet paint on her palette. With the fine bristles of her paint brush, Lilly swirled the two together before touching the canvas, which was already filled with bright blues, yellows, and oranges. The blood she used was her own. She had found out by accident it enriched the scarlet, creating a color no one else used.

      The silver bangles she was never without tinkled as her right hand stroked across the canvas, the noise a calming tune as she lost herself in the scene she was creating. Lilly preferred softer sounds than the loud Jazz often played outside her home. The small apartment above her business was in one of the busiest cities in the world. While she would prefer a small cottage nestled in the woods away from so many people, Lilly remained in New Orleans because of her grandmother. Her parents adopted Lillian as a baby, living in New Orleans at the time. Frederick, her father, had been a trumpeter, working many of the bars along Bourbon Street. By the time he and Lilly’s mom decided to move somewhere quieter, Lilly was already living with Grams. She remained in the city, afraid if she moved, she would lose all connection to the wonderful woman who taught her everything she knew.

      When her phone chimed hours later, Lilly cleaned up her area, then changed out of her paint-covered smock. Getting lost in her art meant setting an alarm so she wasn’t late setting up her paintings along St. Peter Street. Lilly donned a colorful, flowing skirt, a sunny, tangerine tunic, and a comfortable pair of leather sandals. She wrapped a scarf through her long, dirty-blonde hair before slipping on some chandelier earrings. Look complete, Lilly headed downstairs to the cart already loaded with paintings. She pushed the cart across the street and began hanging them on the portion of fencing she rented from the city.

      “Good morning, Lilly,” her favorite tarot reader and good friend called out as he set up his own area.

      “Morning, John.” Lilly loved the older man who happened to be Marigold’s husband. He had taken her under his wing when she first began selling her paintings close to his table. He had been a wealth of knowledge with regards to which days were busiest, how to not let the tourists haggle her out of what her paintings were worth, which other local vendors were the real deal, and those who pretended to be witches, voodoo practitioners, and psychics. He had been the one to encourage Lilly to purchase the building across the street when it became vacant. John and Marigold were family. She was closer to them than her own parents.

      Once John had his table set up, he strolled over to help Lilly hang her paintings. When they finished, he pulled a folded sheet of paper out of his back pocket. “Here’s a list of potions Goldie needs for the shop.”

      “Thanks.” Lilly scanned the list. “Tell her I’ll get them to her tomorrow.” Marigold rarely let supplies run completely out. Lilly made large batches of their most popular potions, and Marigold separated them into the small vials, then labeled them. Whenever they had special requests, it took Lilly a couple days to get them prepared as long as she had the necessary ingredients. Lilly loved concocting potions. It was something Grams taught her at an early age, and Lilly perfected the art by the time she was a teen. The grimoire was full of recipes as well as antidotes. Most were Grams’s recipes, but some were Lilly’s own mixtures.

      The square came to life with music and people, the atmosphere wrapping around Lilly like a friend’s embrace. Lilly had been shy as a young girl, but she came out of her shell the older she got and interacted with the tourists who stopped to look at her artwork. One customer in particular stood out. A woman named Tabitha stopped by every time she visited the city. Tabitha was a no-nonsense redhead who dressed like a biker, gave no fucks, and was as vibrant as the sun. She was one of Lilly’s best customers and had become a friend over the years.

      It was around noon when Lilly’s senses went on high alert. Not again. Lilly grabbed her stomach and looked around. Something or someone was messing with her. There were too many people walking around Jackson Square. Too many auras for her to determine whether or not danger was in the area. If she could single out the threat, she would be able to figure out why her body reacted the way it did. Lilly figured the cause was from someone local since the unease had been happening for a couple weeks. Most tourists only passed through for a few days.

      “Lilly?” John walked over from his table.  She wanted to tell him she was fine, but the nausea was getting worse. “Go ahead. I’ll watch your stand,” he offered.

      “Thank you.” Lilly didn’t wait to push her way through the throng of tourists crowding the street between her row of paintings and her gallery across the asphalt. Lilly waved her hand over the lock. When it clicked, she pushed open the door and rushed into the downstairs kitchen. Throwing open the first cabinet to the left of her refrigerator, she grabbed the small vial of fennel seeds. Instead of infusing them in tea, Lilly tossed a few seeds into her mouth and chewed. Being a witch raised by a witch, Lilly was adept in mixing herbs for various ailments, but nothing she concocted seemed to be working on whatever was wreaking havoc on her system. That didn’t bode well for someone whose potions were sought by clients all around the globe.

      Her stomach eased enough for her to return to where she displayed her paintings during the early hours of each day. Lilly spent her nights creating artwork and mixing potions. The latter she sold both online and to a couple of local stores that weren’t run by practitioners. She nodded to John as she approached her stand where a tall man was examining one of her paintings. Lilly had observed this particular man on more than one occasion. Resembling a pirate, he was hard to miss. The first time she saw the handsome stranger, she laughed to herself, thinking he had come from a costume party. Lilly had caught sight of him several times since, and he was always dressed the same way, so she nicknamed him Blackbeard. Most times she read him, his aura was silver indicating he was harmless, yet today it held tinges of red at the edges. Lilly knew by that alone he was a passionate man.

      “Hello, Lass,” he greeted when she reached his side. His voice was deep, and his accent matched his attire. Those two words caused the butterflies in her stomach to flutter like ballerinas dancing to “The Nutcracker.”

      “Hello.” Normally, Lilly chatted openly with her customers, but with this larger-than-life man, she found herself tongue-tied. She couldn’t help but stare at him now that he was close. His long, black hair was silky and begged to be touched. As with the other times she’d seen him, it was held in a ponytail by a strip of leather. His black beard was cropped close, adding to his roguish appearance. His ass – and what an ass it was – was encased in worn leather pants. He wore his white shirt unbuttoned halfway down his broad chest, showing off hard muscle beneath his tanned skin. And what was that smell? Lilly leaned closer, inhaling deeply.

      Oh, shit. It was him! The scent she’d been encountering the past week was coming from the pirate. Taking a step back, Lilly’s sandal caught on one of the stones of the sidewalk. Her arms windmilled as she tried to regain her balance, and just before she landed on her ass, strong arms banded around her waist. Blackbeard’s eyes were narrowed in concern.

      “Are ya hurt, Lass?”

      Lilly held her breath and shook her head. She wasn’t hurt, but she was far from fine. She had to get away from him. He was the reason she felt off-kilter. Had he put a spell on her? Was he using magick of his own to make her sick? There was no other explanation.

      “Lilly? Is everything okay?” John asked from behind her.

      She pushed out of Blackbeard’s arms and turned her back on the man. “Fine. Uh, actually…” Lilly’s stomach roiled and sweat beaded on her face. “I don’t feel so well. I need to…” She hooked a thumb toward her studio, then took off at a sprint. She trusted John to look after her stall. Lilly locked the door behind her and flipped the sign in the window to closed. Before she headed upstairs, she chanced a look across the street. Both men were staring after her. John’s face was one of worry, but Lilly couldn’t decipher what Blackbeard was feeling. His aura still showed no hint of malice, but something about him was causing her distress. Her stomach spasmed, and Lilly rushed toward the back of the studio to the staircase.

      When she reached the top, pain like she’d never felt before overcame her whole body. Lilly dropped to her knees and crawled a few feet before rolling to her side. What the hell was happening? Silver aura or not, the pirate had done something to her. If he were a powerful witch, he could mask his aura. Yes, that had to be it. The man had placed a spell on her, and she was going to die right there. Tears leaked out of her eyes with regret.

      Regret at never having found love.

      Regret at never having children.

      Regret that her life was ending before she really had a chance to live.
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      Lilly wasn’t dead, but she almost wished she were. What had that fucker done to her? And why? She didn’t know the pirate, but for some reason, he had cast an evil spell on her and turned her into… She didn’t know what she was. After she had retreated to her apartment, the pain went on for hours. Her body burned from the inside with fever, but she had been too weak to move from the fetal position at the top of the stairs. She had ripped her clothes off trying to find some relief, but it wasn’t forthcoming. Then, as though a flip had been switched, the fever was gone, the pain receded, and Lilly was left in a damp puddle of sweat. She had thanked the goddess the worst of it was over until another type of pain stabbed her mouth and hands. That’s when she’d noticed her hands weren’t normal. She passed out at the sight.

      When Lilly came to, she dragged herself off the floor to stand in front of the bathroom mirror. Lilly screamed at the image staring back until she realized it was her own reflection. The scarf holding back her long hair was gone leaving behind a wild mess of sweat-soaked curls. Blood dripped down her chin as a sharp set of fangs dug into her bottom lip. Her eyes were bloodshot from all the tears, and her throat was raw from crying out for her Grams. Lilly wiped at her bloody lip where her new fangs poked her mouth. Thankfully, the claws had retracted, and she was able to grasp a tissue without puncturing her palms. Palms that healed almost instantly. Taking a deep breath, Lilly willed the fangs to retreat. When they did, she counted that a win.

      When she saw that bloody pirate again, Lilly was going to cast her own spell on the vile man. She had never harmed anyone. She was a good witch, always trying to help others. She didn’t charge too much for her paintings. John was always telling Lilly she undersold her artwork, but Lilly didn’t think so. She wasn’t trying to get rich, only making enough to pay the bills. She tipped her servers well. Always had a smile for everyone. Lilly knew she didn’t deserve to be the object of evil, and even thinking of retribution went against everything she stood for. But this? She was seriously considering a little black magick.

      Lilly stared into the mirror and took a deep breath. If she could will her fangs to retreat, could she call them forth? With a thought, the sharp canines elongated, only this time, they didn’t poke her lip. Holding her hands in front of her, Lilly imagined claws, and they replaced her regular nails. She climbed atop the vanity and called on the goddess for strength and patience. Lilly spent hours getting control of both her fangs and claws. When she felt she could manage a shower without impaling herself, she stepped beneath the hot spray and washed away the sweat and grime.

      As she was drying off, the sound of her front door being unlocked met Lilly’s ears. How was that possible? She was too far away.

      “Lilly? Are you up there?” John called out from downstairs. Oh, shit. There was no way she could let him see what she’d been turned into.

      “I’m here, but uh, I don’t feel well. I think I must have the flu. Please don’t come up here.”

      “Do you want me to get Marigold to bring you something? Some soup maybe?”

      “No! No. That’s not necessary. Please have her use the key to the manor and grab whatever potions she needs. And tell her I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, honey. You don’t have to apologize for being sick. I’ve packed up all your paintings, and they’re here in the lobby.”

      Lilly smiled despite how frazzled she felt. “Thank you, John. I’m sure I’ll be back to my old self in a couple days.”

      “Okay. You call if you need anything, you hear?”

      “I hear. I appreciate you and Marigold more than you know.” Lilly’s eyes burned with unshed tears. She was lucky to have such good friends. The thought of them seeing what she’d become hurt her heart. Marigold would no doubt offer to help spell the pirate, and John… Well, he wasn’t a large man, but he would probably punch Blackbeard in the face if he knew what the pirate had done.

      What had the pirate done? Lilly had searched the grimoire for weeks, and the only thing remotely similar had mentioned men shifting into something akin to a werewolf. Holy goddess! Was that what Lilly was? No. She hadn’t shifted into an animal. There was no fur sprouting along her body. Maybe Blackbeard had attempted such a spell, but he wasn’t powerful enough. She would never know the answer until she confronted Blackbeard. But did she want to see him again even if it was to get answers? What if he intended for the spell to kill her? Would he try again when he found out she was still alive?

      “Ow!” Lilly’s hands ached where she’d once again punctured herself. Her hands shook as she held them out in front of her and willed the sharp talons to retreat. They did, and she stared as the wounds closed, leaving small droplets of blood behind. Maybe she’d use her claws to rip Blackbeard a new one. That would serve the bastard right. After wiping her hands again, Lilly paced her bedroom. She had to learn to control her freak? Monster? Animal? Hell, Lilly didn’t know what to call it. Her stomach rumbled, only this time it wasn’t from pain. It had been hours since she’d eaten, and now she was famished.

      Eating was something of a shitshow with her fangs deciding to drop mid-bite, but she managed to scarf down a sandwich and chips with minimal bloodshed. She couldn’t return to her stand, so Lilly decided to try to get some work done in the studio. When she stood before the unfinished painting, she laughed thinking of all the blood she would have on hand now that she was constantly impaling herself. Her laughter turned to hysterical sobbing, and Lilly sat down hard on the floor, wrapping her arms around her knees. She had no idea how long she laid there crying until her phone broke her out of her pity party.

      Lilly rolled to her feet and wiped her eyes. It was a good thing she was a witch, because all the makeup in the world wouldn’t help cover the puffiness of her face. When she saw the text from Marigold, Lilly couldn’t help but smile. The older witch was like a surrogate grandmother, and she was worried. Lilly wished she could confide in the woman, but how could she explain what she didn’t understand? Lilly texted back that she was going to be okay. And she would be. Lilly was made of stronger DNA than Blackbeard realized.
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      It took three days, but Lilly had her “shifting” under control enough she felt safe returning to the outside world. She spent that time willing herself to remain calm. She also practiced calling forth both fang and claw so she could do so without spilling blood. She finished the commissioned piece as well as a portrait of Blackbeard. Lilly didn’t understand why she felt the need to paint the man who spelled her, but it had been like a drug calling to her and wouldn’t let go until she had done so. Lilly wasn’t good at portraiture, but the likeness had been surreal. She’d even added his silver aura. That was what baffled her the most. His essence screamed good, but having been the object of his magick, she knew better.

      She stared out the window for a few hours searching for any sign of the pirate. When she didn’t see him among the tourists, Lilly finally dragged her cart across the street and began hanging her artwork.

      The most wonderful sight met Lilly’s eyes when her name was called.

      “Lilly!  I was afraid I had missed you. John said you have been sick. Are you all right now?”

      Tabitha Stone was a breath of fresh air mixed with a fierce cyclone. “Tabitha! Oh, it’s so good to see you again.” Lilly set down the painting she was affixing to the fence and pulled the redhead in for a hug.

      Tabitha stepped back but kept her hands on Lilly’s biceps. “Please tell me, are you okay? You look… different.”

      “I am still under the weather, that’s all.” Lilly caught a hint of the pirate’s scent and scanned the area.

      “What’s going on?  You seem distracted,” Tabitha said.

      “I… Tabitha, I…” Lilly turned away from her friend, grabbed the picture she had been hanging, and strung it along the fence. Tabitha offered her the next picture to hang next to it. The pirate’s scent grew stronger, and Lilly stiffened. She scanned the area again. There was no way she would let that monster near Tabitha.

      “What is it? What has you so spooked?” Tabitha looked around, probably trying to figure out what Lilly was looking for. “Is this about a man? Has someone hurt you?”

      Lilly couldn’t tell her the truth. If Tabitha knew what Lilly was, what she had been turned into, she would run and far away, but Lilly was at a loss. She needed someone to confide in, and Tabitha seemed like a woman who could handle a little bit of crazy, so instead of telling her the truth, Lilly hedged, “No, it’s nothing like that, I’m… honestly, I don’t know what I am. There are just some things that can’t be explained, and if I told you, I doubt you would believe me anyway.”

      Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “I have a very open mind. As a matter of fact, I believe I know what has you so jittery. Something happened to you recently that you can’t explain, and you don’t understand.” Tabitha lowered her voice. “You weren’t sick, were you? You experienced something that you should have been prepared for. Dammit, I should have been here for you.”

      The redhead’s words shocked Lilly. So much so her fangs dropped. Lilly slapped a hand over her mouth and willed her body to calm the fuck down.

      “Lilly, I can explain everything. I should have told you a long time ago about what was going to happen, but the family thought it best to keep things quiet. I am so sorry you had to transition alone.”

      “Transition?” Lilly couldn’t help the tears that slid from the corners of her eyes. Was it possible Tabitha knew what happened? “So I’m not a freak?”

      Tabitha brushed the tears from Lilly’s cheek. “No, gods, no. What you are is special. And my cousin. We have so much to talk about, but I don’t want to do it out here in the open.”

      Her cousin? Lilly didn’t have any cousins. Not that she knew of anyway. Regardless, she wanted to hear what Tabitha had to say. “I can get John to watch my stuff. I really need your assurance that I’m not crazy.”

      “If there is somewhere private we can talk, that would be great.”

      “Help me hang the rest of the pictures, then we can go to my studio. It’s just across the street.” Tabitha agreed, and a few minutes later, Lilly escorted the redhead to her apartment.

      Once upstairs, Lilly offered Tabitha something to drink. When she declined, Lilly begged, “Please tell me what’s going on.” She held her hands out and called for her claws, fully expecting the other woman to show at least a little bit of surprise. Instead, Tabitha smiled and pulled Lilly down beside her on the sofa.

      “What you are is a shifter. You – we – are Gargoyles.”

      “Gargoyles.” Lilly couldn’t wrap her head around what Tabitha was telling her. “You mean we turn into stone figures?”

      “Not at all. The females get fangs and claws with a few other perks like enhanced eyesight, hearing, and strength. The males have wings and nearly impenetrable skin. It’s so not fair, but it is what it is. As for our bodies, they retain their other human aspects. You and I are half-bloods since both our mothers are human. And that painful mess you went through was what we call our transition. Then” — Tabitha extended her own claws — “this is called phasing. You transitioned because you encountered your mate at some point in the last few days.”

      “Do you have any idea how many people I encounter on a daily basis? Hundreds! How am I going to know who my mate is out of hundreds?”

      Tabitha retracted her claws and pushed her hair over her shoulder. “It would be someone who made you feel nauseous. Unsettled.”

      Lilly jumped to her feet. “It can’t be.”

      “You know who it is?”

      “Pretty sure it’s Blackbeard.” When Tabitha arched a red eyebrow, Lilly shook her head. “I don’t know his name, but he dresses like a pirate. I thought he cast a spell on me. This is all nuts.”

      “I agree, but it’s the truth.”

      Lilly sat down hard on the sofa and pushed her bangles up and down her wrist. “Explain what being a mate entails. Like, is it an already done thing?”

      Tabitha crossed her legs and propped her elbow on the arm of the sofa. “It isn’t official until he bites you, and yes”— she held up her hand to stop Lilly from interrupting — “it’s exactly as it sounds. Once you bite each other, you’re bonded for life. And in our case, that can be hundreds of years. Oh, and now that you’ve transitioned? You’ll never look any older. My mother can pass for my twin, and yours still looks to be in her thirties, though she’s close to two hundred fifty. You look more like your father with your fair hair.”

      “Why did they give me up for adoption?” Lilly worried her bottom lip with her fingers. She had always wondered where she came from, and now she could get answers.

      “Jonas, your father, was ostracized from his Clan for mating with a human. They went on the run, and when they had their first child, they thought it best to adopt him out rather than putting him in harm’s way. I never understood why they kept having kids if they weren’t going to keep them. At one point, they did keep a couple of your siblings, but things happened. That’s a story for another day. Just know they loved all of you enough to want you to have safe homes.”

      “Exactly how many siblings do I have?”

      “Sixteen. Well, fifteen since one of them was recently killed.”

      “You’ve known who I was all along.” Lilly thought they were friends, but Tabitha had been spying on Lilly.

      “I am one of four watchers within the family. Our job is to check on those of you who have yet to transition. But Lilly, I became your friend because I adore you. You are a light in this often dark world.” Tabitha turned and took Lilly’s hand. “I never get close to those I’m watching, but with you I couldn’t stop myself. So, we might be cousins, but more than that, I am your friend.”

      Lilly squeezed Tabitha’s hand, grateful for her kind words. “Back to the pirate. Do I have to accept the mate bite?”

      “No, but there will be no true other for either one of you if you don’t.” Tabitha sighed. “I transitioned three years ago and still haven’t mated fully with mine. Jonas thinks it’s best if we don’t get embroiled with the full-bloods. I’m sure it stems from being ousted by his Clan all those years ago.”

      “But?”

      “My mate is stubborn. He’s trying to wear me down.”

      “Is it working?” Lilly asked.

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Gods, yes. He’s the most gorgeous male on the planet. Keeping him at arm’s length is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But enough about him. You need to decide for yourself whether you want to bond with your pirate. I know you have lots more questions, but there’s somewhere I need to be. Let’s exchange numbers, and you can call me. If I don’t answer, leave a message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

      After texting Lilly so she’d have her number, Tabitha pulled her cousin into her arms. “You’re going to be fine. I know it.”

      “Now that I know what’s going on, I will be able to deal with it. Still not sure about the pirate though.”

      “You’ll figure out what’s best for you.” Arm-in-arm, they left the studio and crossed the street to Lilly’s stand. Tabitha stopped abruptly and scanned the area.

      “You feel it too?” Lilly could sense the pirate in the area, but she didn’t see him anywhere.

      “You’ll get used to it. It was great to finally get to tell you… you know. I’ll talk to you soon.” With a quick hug, Tabitha strolled toward the streetcar.

      “Lilly? Everything okay?” John asked.

      Smiling, she nodded, because now that she knew what was going on, Lilly would be just fine.
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      All day, Lilly was aware of the pirate even though she couldn’t see him. She felt the man in her soul. Now that she knew what he was, she ignored his presence and continued speaking with the tourist who was asking about a commissioned piece of work. Once the customer was gone, she turned to find the man – male – standing a few feet away. Lilly allowed herself to study his features.

      “Fascinating.” The deep voice broke Lilly out of her perusing, and when she chanced a look at his face, he was smirking. Shit. He’d caught her ogling. Awkward.

      “Uh, what’s fascinating?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever encountered that particular shade of red before.”

      If anyone else had said that, she would be flattered, but knowing he was a Gargoyle and could probably smell the blood, it made her leery. Crossing her arms over her chest, she waited because honestly? She didn’t know what to say.

      Instead of commenting on the paint further, the man turned to her and bowed. “Dominic Dubois, at your service.” His deep voice flowed across Lilly like a cool breeze. Who the hell was she kidding thinking she could stay away from him? She was ready to close down her stand and drag his fine ass upstairs.

      “Lilly St. James,” she offered.

      “It would be an honor if you would escort me to dinner, Lilly.” Instead of being cocky and sure, Dominic shoved his hands in his pockets. Lilly didn’t know how he managed easily since the leather britches appeared to be painted on.

      “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

      “Not when I want something, no.” Dominic took a step closer and brushed a finger down Lilly’s cheek. “I think we both know this is inevitable, so what do you say, Lass? Allow me to show ya I’m a good male. A male worthy of one such as yourself.”

      And here Lilly had thought she would be able to resist his charm. But it was just dinner, right? Free food with the most gorgeous man in all of Louisiana?

      “I would like that. When did you have in mind?”

      “Is tomorrow too soon?”

      “It’s not too soon, but tomorrow is Halloween.” She would mention going out tonight, but Lilly had items to deliver for the Witch’s Soirée.

      “Is there a reason we can’t go out on Halloween? Is it sacred to you?” Dominic asked.

      Did he know she was a witch? “It is special to me, yes. First, I will hand out candy to the children who visit for Halloween, then I will celebrate Samhain.” Lilly wouldn’t invite Grams back into the manor when the veil between the worlds was the thinnest. She didn’t want other souls to come with Grams and refuse to leave. That happened one time when they were honoring Lilly’s grandfather, and it took her grandmother forever to get the souls to cross over. Instead, Lilly spent all day taking food to some of the homeless. Then, after handing out candy, she lit a small fire in the backyard and offered her thanks to the goddess for a good year. With that flame, she lit a fire in the living room to begin the new year. “How about Thursday?”

      “Thursday it is. Shall I pick you up at your apartment?” Dominic gestured across the street.

      “No. I have a house in the Garden District.” Lilly walked over to where her notepad was and wrote down the address along with her cell phone number. She would have offered to give him the information electronically, but she didn’t see a phone anywhere on his person. If he had one, it would have shown through his pants. “Here you go. I’ll see you around six?”

      “Six sounds perfect.” Dominic lifted Lilly’s hand a brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “Until then.” He tipped an imaginary hat before strolling off, smiling. Lilly watched him, more specifically, his ass. When he stopped at the edge of the sidewalk to cross the street, he turned his head and caught her ogling. She shrugged a shoulder at him. Lilly wouldn’t apologize for appreciating his assets. If he didn’t want people staring, he should wear loose jeans. Or a sack. When a couple of pretty, younger women approached Dom, Lilly took a step toward them before stopping herself. They might be mates, but they weren’t a couple. Not yet. She knew nothing about the male and wouldn’t blindly accept that the fates had chosen her for Dom, or him for Lilly. Lilly reached out with her new hearing to eavesdrop.

      “Your offer is truly flattering, but I am a one-woman man.”

      “Oh, well you can have either one of us then,” the shorter of the two women said, sliding a hand up Dom’s chest. It had been a long time since Lilly cast a spell against someone, but she was seriously considering it if that heifer didn’t get her hand off Dominic. She shoved her hand into the pocket of her skirt, ready to change her bangles over to her wand. Just in case.

      Dom extracted the woman’s hand and took a step back. “What I meant is my heart belongs to one woman, and I would never disrespect her in any way. Now if you’ll excuse me.” Dom stepped off the curb and jogged across the street, dodging traffic. Lilly wondered if Dom knew she was now a half-blood and could hear his conversation or if he truly meant what he said. Because if he did? She was ready to have little pirate babies right then and there.

      Now that Lilly knew the strangeness on the air had been Dominic, she was also aware of when he wasn’t around. Or maybe since she had transitioned, the nauseousness was gone for good. Either way, she found she missed his presence, which was stupid since she didn’t know the man. Tabitha said the fates chose mates based on comparability, but Lilly worshipped the goddess, not the old gods of the Gargoyles. Did that matter? What if her goddess had a direct line to the other gods, and they got together and had beignets and café au lait while matchmaking? Lilly giggled at the thought.

      “Sorry, goddess.” Lilly sobered. She would never disrespect her Lady. A butterfly flitted in front of Lilly’s face, touched her nose, making her cross-eyed momentarily, then landed on one of Lilly’s paintings. Lilly’s heart filled with joy. “Thank you,” Lilly whispered. On the rare occasions her goddess graced her with her presence, it humbled Lilly.

      The square was busier than usual with it being the day before Halloween. Lilly closed down her stand early. Yes, she was missing out on sales, but it was a full moon, and she wanted to get to the manor before all the craziness started. As she was pushing her cart across the street, a man who’d started celebrating early grabbed Lilly’s arm.

      “Hey there, beautiful. How about you let me help you with that, then I can buy you a drink?”

      Before Lilly could answer, her ex-boyfriend was dangling in the air, his feet kicking. “You do not touch that which is not yours. You do not disrespect females by putting your hands on them, especially when you don’t know them.” Cameron was held suspended by a man as large as Dominic. Lilly cocked her head to the side and studied him. Yep, definitely Gargoyle. How many of Lilly’s customers or those walking around the Quarter were something other than human?

      Cameron struggled against the hand at his throat. “What the fuck? I do know her. Put me down!”

      “Does he speak the truth?” Sullivan Beauchamp asked. The man – male – had purchased several of Lilly’s paintings over the years.

      “Yes, I know him,” Lilly answered.

      Sully sneered at Cameron, then dropped him to his feet. Cameron rubbed his neck and glared up at the stranger. “You can run along now. Her virtue’s safe with me.”

      Lilly rolled her eyes at her ex. To Sullivan, she smiled and said, “Thank you for the assist, but he’s harmless.” When Cameron opened his mouth to dispute her, she pointed a finger in his face. “Don’t, or I’ll let Sullivan have his way with you.”

      Sullivan made a fist, placed it over his heart, and bowed his head. Okay, that was strange, but if he was a friend of Dominic’s, it was likely he was watching out for Lilly. She appreciated the chivalry even if she wasn’t truly in danger from Cameron.

      Lilly inclined her head, then turned back to her troublesome ex. “What do you want, Cameron? And don’t tell me you want to buy me a drink because I know better.” Lilly kept one eye on her ex-boyfriend while using a key to unlock her door instead of using magick. Sullivan grabbed the cart and pushed it into the studio once Lilly had the door open. Cameron stared between the two. “Cameron? Focus. What do you want? I don’t have much time.”

      “This is a private matter, Lill.”

      “Ugh, you know I hate that name. Fine, you have two minutes to plead your case. Sullivan, thank you for coming to my aid, but I have it from here.”

      Sullivan looked like he was going to argue, so Lilly tapped her ear, hoping he’d get the message. She knew what he was. He could listen in from outside. His eyebrows shot up, but he quickly masked his surprise. “Very well. I’ll see you around, Lillian.” Sully fisted his heart again before taking his leave.

      When Sullivan was outside, Lilly looked at her ex. His normally slicked-back blond hair was standing on end. “Tick tock, Cameron.”

      “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I put together a couple of raffle baskets for the Witch’s Soirée.”

      “Oh, well. I can ride with you.” Cameron was looking around the studio, not meeting her eyes. It was something he did when he didn’t want Lilly to see his face. She studied his aura, and when she noticed brown mixing with his normal yellow, she turned quickly toward her cart and began unloading it to give herself time to calm down. Whatever he was mixed up in, Lilly wanted no part of it.

      “One minute, and then I’m leaving. Alone.” Lilly’s voice trembled, but she doubted Cameron noticed. He was too busy pacing.

      “I need your help, Lill. One of your customers stole something from my boss, and he wants it back.”

      Lilly rolled her eyes. “Do you know how many people come through my stand every day? Too many for me to count, and most of them don’t buy anything. So, I can’t help—”

      “Her name’s Tabitha Stone. You know, pretty redhead, dresses like a biker?”

      “Who’s your boss?” Lilly wasn’t about to give Tabitha’s information to anyone, but if Lilly knew who was looking for her cousin, she could warn her.

      “Jacques Dupart. Owns a bar over on Ursulines.”

      “What could Tabitha possibly steal from a bar? A bottle of rum?”

      “No, smartass. Jacques also deals in antiquities, and Tabitha took a valuable box last time they were together. He wants it back.”

      Lilly didn’t know her cousin well enough to know if Cameron was lying or not. Tabitha did mention pretending to be an archaeologist while watching over Lilly’s siblings. Still, she wasn’t going to give up any information until she spoke to Tabitha.

      “I’m sorry, Cameron, but I can’t help you.”

      “Can’t or won’t? Come on, Lill. Jacques is counting on me to find this thief. He’s offering a big reward, and if you help me, I’ll split it with you.”

      “I can’t help you. Tabitha always pays cash and takes her artwork with her instead of having it shipped.”

      Cameron turned his attention to Lilly. “You two sure looked chummy when you walked out of here earlier. You can’t tell me you don’t know anything about the woman.”

      “You’ve been spying on me?” Lilly shoved her hands in her pockets. She didn’t need her wand to cast a spell, but it helped give one more zing. Cameron knew she was a witch, but he didn’t know the extent of her powers. He was aware she mixed potions and wrote down spells, but he had always laughed at her, saying it was all bullshit. That was the main reason she’d broken things off with him. He was a handsome man with a tight body from running every day, but his smug attitude detracted from his looks. The longer they were together, the more Lilly regretted ever saying yes to the first date.

      “All I know about her is she lives in New Atlanta. She only stops by every few months when she’s here on business. That’s it.”

      Cameron ran his hands through his hair, then threw his arms down to his sides. “Gah!” He paced the room a few times before stopping in front of Lilly. “If I find out you’re lying to me…” Cameron shook his head, then stormed out onto the sidewalk. It was a good thing he left, because Lilly’s claws had dropped. She turned her back to the door and took a deep breath, willing them to retract. It scared her that she still didn’t have control over her new form, but if Cameron had attacked, Lilly would have been able to protect herself. Lilly grabbed the small painting she’d done for the Witch’s Soirée auction, then locked the door and set a ward around the perimeter after turning out the lights. As she walked toward her car, Lilly noticed Sullivan in the shadows across the street. He dipped his chin, and Lilly gave the man a small wave.

      Once safely inside her car, Lilly sent John a text letting him know she was leaving. She had already called Marigold about Mrs. Grissom’s potion. It was nestled among the others Marigold had asked for. John would let himself into her studio after he was finished for the day and retrieve the potions to take to his wife. It was a relief to Lilly not having to go to Hexes and Ohs. She used to love working in the shop alongside Grams, but once her grandmother passed, Lilly didn’t have the heart.

      It had been years since Lilly participated in the Soirée other than making donations for the auction. It just wasn’t the same without Grams, but Lilly participated in her own way. Her raffle baskets always brought in lots of money, and this year she was adding a small painting. Tucking the wrapped canvas under her arm, Lilly merged with the tourists on the sidewalk and headed toward the river. As soon as she was safely inside her car, she locked the doors and started the engine. Lilly then hit the Bluetooth button on the steering wheel, and after the beep, she said, “Call Tabitha.”

      Lilly backed out of the parking space and turned left out of the parking lot headed toward the Garden District. When Tabitha’s phone went directly to voicemail, Lilly said, “I’m sorry to bother you, but I had a visitor just now. Says he works for a guy named Jacques Dupart, and they’re looking for you. This Jacques said you have something of his. A box of some sort. Anyway, just wanted to give you a head’s up.” Lilly disconnected and blew out a breath. Tabitha seemed like the kind of female who could handle herself, so Lilly didn’t worry too much. She’d done her part in warning her cousin.

      Lilly parallel parked on the street in front of the manor where the Soirée was being hosted by Greyson and Simone Fontaine. Lilly adored the older couple who were both powerful in their crafts. Greyson was a witch, and Simone was a voodoo priestess. They had met many years ago at a bar in the French Quarter, and to hear them tell it, the attraction was instant. In all their time together, they hadn’t spent a day apart since their first encounter. Lilly wondered what that would be like? She certainly felt the pull to be with Dominic, but she blamed that on the mate bond. Simone and Greyson fell in love… Oh, Lilly didn’t know why. Just that they did, and it was a love story for the ages.

      “Lilly!” Simone called out. The priestess hadn’t aged in all the years Lilly had known her. Her dark skin was without wrinkles, and her hair fell in tight curls over her shoulders. Her smile was as bright as ever.

      “Simone, how are you?”

      “Right as rain, my beautiful girl. It has been way too long since you’ve visited.” Simone helped herself to one of the baskets in Lilly’s backseat. When she straightened, her smile fell, and her eyes narrowed.

      “What’s wrong?” Lilly asked.

      “That’s what I’d like to know. What have you done?” Simone asked.
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      Simone apologized for being short with Lilly. After gathering the other basket and painting, Lilly followed her friend inside the manor and placed the items on the long table just inside the door. Simone’s mood was troubling. Lilly had never felt such turmoil in another person other than Cameron. Then again, she hadn’t been a Gargoyle long, so her newfound ability was still taking some getting used to.

      “I didn’t mean to sound accusing, but I promised Adeline I would watch over you.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve had a rough few days, but I’m better now.”

      Simone took Lilly’s hands and squeezed. “This is about a man; I can feel it. Tell me, who’s ass do I need to kick?”

      Lilly grinned. “His name is Dominic, but his ass is just fine as is.”

      Simone snorted inelegantly. “If you say so.” Her smile fell quickly. “Wait. You’re not talking about Dominic Dubois, are you?”

      “You know him?” It shouldn’t surprise Lilly. Simone was well known in the Quarter, and Dominic was hard to miss, dressing like a pirate.

      “The question is, do you? Lilly, how well do you know this… man?”

      Lilly wasn’t about to share with Simone about Gargoyles, no matter how good of friends they were. “We’ve only just met, but I do know he’s different.”

      “You have no idea,” Simone muttered.

      “Oh, I think I do,” Lilly countered.

      “Wait.” Simone took a couple steps back. “You know about…?”

      “My question is how do you know?”

      Simone sighed hard while looking at the ceiling. Lilly understood the gesture. She often studied the air above her while searching for answers to life’s mysteries. When Simone returned her gaze to Lilly’s, she gestured toward the kitchen. “Let’s have a drink, shall we?”

      Lilly agreed to one drink but not more since she had to drive home. Simone poured a glass of wine for each of them, then sat across from Lilly at the small table tucked next to a bay window. “I have seen a lot in my years in this town. Not all of which has been ‘normal,’” Simone said, using air quotes. “The bar where I met Greyson? It’s a gathering place for those who aren’t entirely human. Witches. Pixies. Fairies. Shifters.”

      “You mean there’s a whole community of people like me?” Lilly blurted.

      “And by ‘like you’, which one of the above are you referring to other than witch?”

      “Uh…” Lilly took a big gulp of wine, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Would you believe me if I said I was a shifter?”

      Simone reached over and squeezed Lilly’s free hand. “Of course I would. You have no reason to lie. But I have to ask. Did Dominic do this to you?”

      “According to my cousin, I transitioned because I came in contact with my fated mate who happens to be Dominic. I don’t know the man. I just met him officially for the first time less than a week ago, and that’s when I went through the change from human to what I am now. Sorry if I’m being vague. You know there are shifters, but we… Holy shit on a shingle, there are shifters other than Gar— uh, our kind. Wow. Anyway, I have a date with him tomorrow night. Tabitha said it’s up to me whether or not I accept the mate bond, so yeah, a date. With the pirate. I’ll shut up now.”

      Simone threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, my precious girl. You are still such a ray of sunshine on the darkest of days. Never change, Lilly. As for Dominic, he seems like a good man. Have you read his aura?”

      “Yes, and it’s almost pure. When I first encountered the mate bond, I thought he cast a spell on me and somehow was cloaking his true aura, but now I know what he is, I feel assured I’m seeing it as it truly is.”

      “Good. That’s good. A fated mate bond is forever. Once you accept it, there’s no one else for either of you. That makes me feel better about what I was picking up from you. It also makes me happy you’ll be looked after by one of the most powerful males in this city. Knowing you’re safe and happy eases my mind.”

      “Do you think Grams would approve?”

      “Oh, honey. Your Grams would try to take Dominic away from you.” Simone winked, then leaned back in her chair. “Yes, she would. Adeline wanted your happiness above all else, and there’s nothing stronger in this life than the bond you will have with Dominic should you choose to accept it.” The doorbell rang, and Simone stood. “I have much to do before tonight’s Soirée. Won’t you reconsider staying?”

      Lilly smiled and shook her head. “Maybe next year. You go see to whoever’s at the door, and I’ll let myself out the back.” Lilly stood and hugged Simone. “Thank you for caring.”

      “I love you like my own. If you need anything, all you have to do is call.” Simone kissed Lilly’s cheek before heading to the front door. Lilly downed the rest of her wine, waiting to feel the effects, but they never came. Maybe that had something to do with her new shifter metabolism. She could get used to that.

      Lilly called in a to-go order at McFadden’s, an Irish pub not too far from her home. The owners, Fiona and Roy, were a charming couple who always made Lilly feel like family. Normally, Lilly would sit inside and chat with Fiona while eating, but she wanted to get to the manor and double-check everything was ready for the next day. She also wanted to think about Dominic and their future should Lilly choose to accept the mate bite. After saying hello to Fiona while picking up her supper, Lilly made the short drive home and parked behind the manor instead of on the street. As she pushed open the car door, Lilly felt a disturbance on the air. She looked around, watching. Waiting. Things were sharper, brighter, since she’d transitioned into a half-blood, but she still wasn’t used to sensing things so acutely.

      When the hair on her nape prickled, Lilly drew her hand down sharply, her bangles changing from bracelets to a wand in the blink of an eye. Lilly braced herself for whatever was out there. The scrape of a shoe on the pavement caught her ear, and Lilly swirled around, wand out, but she was too slow. A large man she didn’t recognize was upon her.

      “Stup—”

      The stranger grabbed Lilly’s throat, cutting off her words. “Where is she?” The man was almost as large as Dominic. He would have been handsome if not for his dark aura and spittle hitting Lilly’s face. Lilly clawed the man’s hand, but he was too strong. Wait, Lilly wasn’t helpless. She called forth the claws on her free hand and raked them down the man’s arm.

      “What the fuck?” he yelled, dropping Lilly and stepping back. While his attention was on his shredded skin, Lilly took off running down the driveway. Heavy footsteps followed, but a deep roar came from above, and Lilly tripped over her own feet. She dropped her wand so she could catch herself. Her knees and palms hit the concrete, scraping both. She rolled to her side, ready to defend herself, but Dominic had the man subdued in a choke hold. When he stopped struggling, Dominic tossed him aside, then rushed over to Lilly. He gently turned her hands over, but the scrapes were already healing.

      “I’m fine,” Lilly assured him. She looked toward the sky, wondering where he’d come from. When she lowered her gaze, she noticed Dominic was shirtless. Holy black cats. Dominic with his shirt unbuttoned partially was one thing, but shirtless? Whoo boy. Lilly reached out and ran a fingernail down his chest. The dark hair crinkled beneath her touch. Dominic grabbed her wrist gently before she could venture any lower than his belly button.

      “While I do not mind your touch, Lass, it might be best we wait until after our first date, yes?”

      “Yes. Definitely. First date. Uh, do you know who that is?” She pointed to the unconscious man.

      “Aye. That is Jacques Dupart.”

      “Crap. I told Cameron all I know about Tabitha. He must not have passed that onto his boss.”

      Dominic tucked a strand of Lilly’s hair behind her ear. “You do not need to worry about either male. They will be dealt with.”

      Lilly curled her hand into a fist. “You’re not going to kill them, are you?”

      “Not as far as you know,” Dominic deadpanned.

      Lilly arched an eyebrow at her mate. Wow. Dominic was hers if she wanted him. All she had to do was accept the mate bond. Not so fast, sister. You don’t know him.

      Dominic kissed Lilly’s forehead before pressing his cheek to her hair. “I won’t kill him.”

      Lilly leaned back so she could look up at Dominic’s eyes. “But?”

      “But I will remind him why it’s a bad idea to put his hands on you.”

      “I can live with that.” Lilly couldn’t help herself. She cupped Dominic’s bearded cheek, running her fingers through the short strands. She wondered how it would feel against her inner thighs.

      Dominic growled and stepped back. “Lass, you cannot think such things.”

      Lilly gasped. “Can you read minds?”

      “No, but I am in tune with your moods. Also, our sense of smell is enhanced.”

      “You can smell my…” Lilly couldn’t say it.

      “Arousal? Yes, and you smell delicious. Therein lies the problem. I want to take you inside, strip you bare, and feast on you.”

      “Oh.” Lilly wasn’t quite ready for that, so she changed the subject. “Not to sound ungrateful, but why were you here?”

      “You are my mate, Lillian. The most important being in the universe; therefore, you are mine to watch over. To protect. To love and cherish. I am wherever you are.”

      “Oh,” she repeated. Never had she heard anything as beautiful. Not wanting to sound like an idiot, she tried to come up with something equally as touching, but the words were caught in her throat. She swallowed against the lump and blinked back the tears threatening to fall.

      Dominic closed the distance between them and cupped Lilly’s face in his large hands. “What’s wrong, Lass? Are you not happy to have my affection?”

      Lilly nodded. “Yes. I just don’t have the pretty words to express myself.”

      “Oh, Love. You don’t need words. Your eyes and your heart say it all.”

      Lilly pressed her cheek to his bare chest and wrapped her arms around his back. His heartbeat was strong against her ear, and it was the most soothing sound ever. Lilly wanted to listen to it for the rest of… Wow. She didn’t need a date. She didn’t need time. In her heart – her soul – she already knew this male. Her mate.

      “Dominic?”

      “Yes, my love?”

      “Will you come inside with me?”

      “It would be my pleasure. First, I need to tend to Dupart.” Lilly had forgotten about the man. “Let me escort you inside, then I’ll take care of him and return here within the hour. Will that work?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      Dominic pressed his lips to the top of Lilly’s head. “You never have to thank me, Lass. For anything. Now, grab your wand and let’s get you settled inside.”

      Lilly picked up her wand and tapped it against her wrist where the wood returned to bracelet form. Dominic leaned in the open car door and retrieved her to-go order. “Would you like for me to stop and pick something else up for you?”

      “No, I can heat that up, no problem. Thank you for offering though.”

      Dominic escorted Lilly inside, and after she turned on the lights, he handed her the food. “Go ahead and eat while I’m gone. That way, when I return, we can snuggle and talk. Lock the door behind me.”

      “I will. See you soon.” Lilly watched her mate walk away. He turned back and pointed toward the door. When Lilly waved her hand over the knob, Dominic grinned, his white teeth shining in the moonlight. Goddess, he was gorgeous. He leaned over and lifted Jacques Dupart as though he weighed nothing. Tabitha said Gargoyles had superior strength. Lilly believed it. Instead of walking toward the street, a set of large wings unfurled behind Dominic. He bent his knees, then launched into the sky. Lilly wanted to run outside and watch, but she figured he would be gone by the time she got out there.

      Taking her supper to the kitchen, Lilly removed it from the to-go container and put it on a plate. Then she placed her hands a few inches from the food and let her magic reheat the Shepherd’s Pie. Her stomach was in knots with anticipation. Dominic said they would snuggle and talk, but was that all they would do? She already couldn’t keep her hands to herself. If they were to sit closely in her living room, things might get heated. Was she ready for that? Lilly was too nervous to eat, so she covered the plate with plastic wrap and put it in the fridge. She took a look around, already knowing her home was spotless. Being a witch had its perks. She wondered what Dominic would think when he ventured farther than the kitchen door. Simone called him one of the most powerful men in the city. Did that mean he was rich? Would he have his own home and want her to live with him? Could Lilly give up the home she’d grown up in? She didn’t want to leave Grams behind.

      The lights flickered. “Grams, is that you?” They flickered again. “I don’t want to lose you. I know I’m getting ahead of myself, but if I were to move in with Dominic…” Lilly couldn’t think about it. The candle sitting on the coffee table flared to life. “I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.” A tear slipped down Lilly’s face. Before she got too lost in her thoughts, someone knocked on the front door.

      “Lilly?” Dominic called out. His voice wasn’t loud, but it didn’t need to be. She heard him just fine. When she opened the door, he cradled her face. “What’s wrong? Are you having second thoughts?”

      “I don’t want to lose Grams,” Lilly whispered.

      “Why don’t we sit down?” Lilly nodded, then took Dom’s hand and led him to the living room. She sat on the sofa, and Dominic took a seat at the other end, giving her room. She didn’t want room, so she scooted over next to him and placed her head on his shoulder.

      “I don’t know how all this works. I mean, I get the being mates part, but I don’t know where you live. Do you have a house close by? Will you expect me to live with you? Are you going to expect me to sell my home? This is where I grew up, and it’s my only connection to my grandmother.” The lights flickered again, and Lilly huffed. “Stop that.”

      “Stop what?” Dominic asked.

      “Not you. Grams. She’s been playing with the lights ever since you left.”

      “Maybe she’s trying to tell you something.”

      “Yes, but what?”

      “Well, I’m not good at this witchy stuff, nor the ghostly happenings, but maybe she’s letting you know she’s with you no matter where you are. As for selling the house, I would never ask you to do that. I have no problem moving in here if you’d rather not live in my home, which is only a couple streets over. You might even hate my house once you see it. I tend to like things a little less modern. I don’t care where we live as long as it’s together.” The candle on the coffee table extinguished, and the smoke swirled around Lilly and Dominic.

      Lilly smiled to herself. Okay, Grams. I hear you loud and clear.

      Dominic slid his arm around Lilly’s shoulder and kissed her hair. “So, Lass. Tell me all about yourself.”
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      They stayed up all night talking. Lilly spoke of her grandmother and how Gran raised her. She regaled Dominic with tales of mishaps while learning her craft. In turn, he told her things about being a Gargoyle, things Tabitha hadn’t had the chance to share. He entertained her with stories of his life throughout the different centuries. Dominic admitted that several hundred years ago – because her man was six hundred eighty-nine for the goddess’s sake – a gypsy foretold his mate would be a fair-haired witch. Lilly was still trying to wrap her head around that. His age, not the gypsy. As a half-blood, Lilly would also live a long time barring any unforeseen accidents or illnesses. He talked about falling in love with New Orleans, and even though most Gargoyles only spent twenty or thirty years in one place before moving on, Dom had been in “his city” for over one hundred years.

      “How have you gotten away with it?” Lilly asked.

      “New Orleans is full of magic and voodoo. If anyone thinks it odd, they don’t mention it.”

      That made sense. There were so many people moving around New Orleans at any given time that Lilly would be hard pressed to recognize most. The only reason – well, the most glaring one– she noticed Dom was by the way he dressed.

      With only a couple hours until sunrise, Dominic insisted Lilly get some sleep. He left her to rest while he went home, showered, and changed into another pair of clothes exactly like the ones he’d removed. When Lilly asked about his wardrobe, he shrugged and said he liked the look, so why deviate? He admitted to wearing T-shirts and sweatpants when he was alone at home.

      Lilly decorated her altar and placed the family photo album on the coffee table while waiting on Dominic to return. Having been out of commission those few days put Lilly behind with regards to her rituals, so this year, she had to improvise. After breakfast, Dominic joined Lilly as she handed out food to the homeless. Dominic called on some of his Clan members and had them go shopping for sleeping bags and tents to pass out as well. When they arrived back at her home to pass out candy to the trick-or-treaters, Dominic promised he would look into better housing for those who lived on the streets. He admitted he had more money than they would spend in several lifetimes, and Lilly knew together they could do good for their city.

      Glenda joined them for a pre-trick-or-treating cocktail where she thanked Lilly for watching over the animals, and she informed Lilly she had kicked Wendell to the curb for good. Lilly mentally gave a fist pump to the sky while outwardly patting her neighbor on the shoulder and offering her sincerest condolences.

      After all the candy was gone, Lilly led Dom to the small backyard for her yearly Samhain ritual. Since Lilly didn’t have a garden, she chose to focus on her dead ancestors instead of a harvest blessing. Dominic stood quietly as Lilly offered her prayer to the goddess as she lit a fire in the pit. She placed a piece of wood inside a metal bowl and took it into her living room and lit a new fire in the hearth with the wood from the outdoor flame. Once she was finished, Lilly went through the photo album and reminisced with Dominic about her grandparents. When they reached the end of the album, Dominic had her explain her beliefs and how she celebrated each sabbat throughout the year.

      Lilly had already shared with him all Tabitha told her about their family and how Lilly’s biological father didn’t think they should mix with the full-bloods. Dominic convinced her why it would be a really good idea for the two of them to “mix.” They spent the rest of that night getting better acquainted in a more physical way. Lilly invited him into her bed, and he persuaded her to never let him out of it.

      Lilly hadn’t planned on having sex so soon, but the pull to be intimate was too great. Lilly knew in her heart she would accept the mate bond, so why put it off when she could be naked with the sexiest man alive? Dom spent hours pleasuring Lilly. Hours. She was surprised at his being able to hold his beast back so long. Lilly’s fangs dropped more times than she could count as her own shifter demanded Lilly bite Dominic. When she told him as much, he growled low in his chest. “Are you ready to become mine, then?” he asked.

      “Absolutely. Get up here and claim me.” Dominic nipped Lilly’s inner thigh before crawling up her body. He didn’t hesitate to slide home inside her. Being one with the pirate was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. He fucked her hard. He made love to her gently. He took her to heights she’d never imagined. His wings unfurled behind him, and as soon as Lilly ran a fingertip across the leathery vein, Dom bit into Lilly’s shoulder, his release shooting deep in her core. The sensation from the bite was intense, and as her own orgasm shook Lilly, her shifter took over, biting Dom’s shoulder in return.

      “That was… I don’t have words,” Lilly whispered, sprawled over Dom’s chest.

      Dominic brushed Lilly’s hair off her face. “You don’t need words, Love. I felt it too. That bond will always be there. Every day for the rest of our lives, you and I will be connected, and no one will be able to come between us. The only thing that could make the bond stronger is children.”

      “You want kids?” Lilly set her chin on his chest so she could see his face.

      Dom ran his eyes over her visage. “Aye. Lots of fair-haired little witches running around the manor.”

      “What if I want lots of dark-haired little scamps chasing their sisters?”

      “Then that is what you shall have.” Dominic gripped Lilly under her arms and pulled her up his body so he could kiss her. “I say we practice making those babies.” And practice they did. All night long.

      The next day, they rose long enough to shower, change the sheets, and eat. The next couple days, Lilly made potions and worked on a few paintings while Dom went home to oversee Clan business. When he returned, he found Lilly working on a portrait.

      “Is that how you see me?” Dom asked from the doorway.

      Lilly smiled at her mate over her shoulder. “The most stunning creature in existence? Absolutely.”

      “Why blood?” Dom had discovered her secret of adding a drop of her blood to the red.

      “It started off as a test of sorts. I wanted to give one of my customers a protection spell without her knowing it, so I added some of my blood to the paint.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Yes. Before I gave her the painting, she was showing up at Hexes and Ohs with bruises every week. After she took the painting? Not a single mark.”

      “How did you get her to take the artwork?” Dom crossed the room and kissed Lilly’s neck.

      “Told her she won it in a drawing. We always have giveaways at the shop.”

      “Sneaky. I like it.” Dom took the paintbrush from Lilly’s hand and showed her what else he liked. It was a wonder she ever accomplished anything.

      The next few weeks were spent figuring out their new normal. They had two houses plus Lilly’s apartment over the art studio in the Quarter. They were never far from a bed. Not that they needed one for sex. Dom loved fucking Lilly against the wall, and she had no problem dropping to her knees to adore him with her mouth and tongue in the living room, the kitchen, the parlor, the office, or the attic.

      “Dom, will you bring me the new batch of herbs?” Lilly called down the stairs. Dominic remodeled his attic so Lilly would have a spell room there. It turned out that Lilly loved Dominic’s home. He wasn’t lying when he said he liked things less modern. Walking into Dubois Manor was like stepping back in time with all the dark wood and oil lamps. Lilly didn’t mind it at all. In fact, she fell in love with the spirit of the place. And speaking of spirits, Grams let Lilly know she was there with her but only when Lilly really needed her, which wasn’t often now that Dominic was in her life. They’d been together every day since the night he rescued Lilly from Jacques Dupart.

      Lilly moved all her craft paraphernalia to his manor after staying there a month. Going back to her manor to work potions was too much trouble. Dom offered to move in with her, but his place was larger, and his Clan fit in better in Dom’s masculine surroundings. Lilly was introduced to some of the mates, and in them she found a new set of friends. They didn’t look down on her for being a half-blood. If anything, they treated her special. Lilly figured that had more to do with being Dominic’s mate. He wasn’t King of the Gargoyles. That title went to Rafael Stone who lived in New Atlanta, but Dominic was in charge of the Southern states, and if anyone had a shifter issue, they came to him. Lilly found the politics both interesting and exhausting. What she found hilarious was when her tough mate threatened to have Lilly hex their asses. It worked every time.

      A couple months had passed, and the two of them were snuggled on the sofa in the parlor a few days after Christmas. Since Lilly celebrated Yule instead of the Christian holiday, she had decorated the manor in blues and silvers. She didn’t go overboard since Dom didn’t decorate for any holiday. His phone rang, and Dom grinned. “It’s your cousin’s mate.” He swiped the answer button and said, “Salut.”

      “Dominic, Gregor Stone.” Being half-blood, Lilly had no trouble hearing both sides of the conversation.

      “Gregor, what can I do for you? Are you in town?”

      “As a matter of fact, we are.” Lilly sat up and turned toward Dominic. Gregor said we, so hopefully Lilly would get to see Tabitha soon.

      “Ah, you finally wore the feisty redhead down, aye?”

      Lilly could hear Tabitha huffing through the phone. Gregor laughed. “Something like that. We’re at the square and wondered if Lilly was with you.”

      “Aye, I wore my fair-haired witch down as well.” Lilly shook her bangles out into a wand. Dominic jumped up from the sofa. “Oh, come now, Lass. Don’t be pointing your wand at my nether regions.” Lilly grinned, but she kept hold of the wood. Dominic didn’t sit back down. He strode over to the fireplace and propped his arm against the mantle. “Sorry about that. The feistiness must run in the family. We are at my home if you’d like to stop by for a bit. I live in the Garden District not too far from your Tabitha’s home. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Sounds good. Just make sure the wand is put away before we get there. I wouldn’t want my nether regions zapped off either.”

      Dominic laughed. “Aye, will do. We will see you both soon.” Dominic texted his address, then put his phone in his pocket.

      Lilly pointed the wand at his crotch. “And just how do you know where Tabitha lives?”

      “This is my city, Love. It’s my responsibility to know where the supernatural folk live.”

      “How did you know she was supernatural?”

      “Now that’s hard to explain. You know how you can see auras?” Lilly nodded, tapping the wand against her palm. Dominic crossed his hands over his crotch. Lilly wouldn’t dare zap her mate’s dick. She liked it too much, but she loved having the ability to put the fear of the goddess in him sometimes.  Clearing his throat, Dom continued, “I have a sixth sense regarding others. I cannot always tell exactly what someone is, but I can tell they are different. Most supes carry themselves a certain way, but with some, like wolves and bears? They smell different. Not bad, mind you, just different. Having said that, this city is a safe haven for nonhumans. Not even Rafael Stone is aware of this fact.” Simone had mentioned other types of beings. Lilly wondered if Tabitha knew Gargoyles weren’t the only shifters there were.

      Lilly couldn’t wait to see her cousin. It sounded like they both had given in to the mate bond with their Gargoyles. Not only that, but Lilly had fifteen siblings out there she wanted to meet. She and Dom had joined her adoptive parent for Thanksgiving in Florida. On the drive home, they talked about visiting Lilly’s birth parents. He said he would support her decision either way.

      “They’re here,” Lilly gushed when she heard Tabitha and a male speaking outside the door. “Crap! I need to put on clothes. Why didn’t you tell me?” Lilly took off running up the stairs to change out of Dom’s T-shirt into her normal attire of a colorful skirt and tunic. She rushed back down the stairs into her cousin’s open arms.

      Tabitha hugged her and said, “Lilly, you’re looking well.”

      “As are you. Your aura is glowing, but there’s a darkness tainting the edge. What has happened?” Lilly held Tabitha at arm’s length, studying the air around her.

      “Love, let them get settled, then you can cure the lass.” After introductions were made, Dominic gestured for them to follow him into the parlor where he poured four glasses of his favorite rum. When he was seated, he said, “What brings you back to my city?”

      Tabitha answered, “My next-door neighbor, Gladys, passed away recently. I came for the reading of the will.”

      Lilly tilted her head to the side. “I’m so sorry about your friend, Tabitha.”

      Tabitha downed her rum. “I need to tell you something. My name isn’t really Tabitha; it’s Tessa. I used Tabitha as an alias. Remember when I was here last time, I told you how I traveled around watching out for your siblings?” Lilly nodded. “I had an alias everywhere I went. It was more to keep my father from finding me than anything.”

      “Why would you hide from your father?” Dominic asked.

      “He wasn’t my real father. He was a tyrant. My mother met my biological father, a Gargoyle, after she married Gordon Flanagan. You may have heard of him.”

      Dominic narrowed his eyes. “Your father was the bastard who created the Unholy?” Unholy were a super-soldier experiment gone wrong. The creatures were all over the US but were most prevalent around New Atlanta.

      “He thought he was my father. My mother ran away with me when I was a baby. We went to live with my biological father. Gordon lost his mind when he couldn’t find us. He never stopped looking for me until a couple of months ago. Right after I visited you last time, one of his goons found me. There was a car crash, a helicopter fight, and we are hopeful he is dead.”

      “Tessa! That’s awful. But there has to be more to the story than that.” Lilly leaned into Dominic’s side, tucking her legs under her on the sofa.

      “There is, but it’s over. I’ll tell you the long version one day when we don’t have crazy Gargoyles targeting the family.”

      “I knew there was something else. Please, tell me what has happened. Your aura indicates pain and suffering, but not yours. Who are you worried about?”

      “She’s good,” Gregor mumbled.

      “Aye, she’s very good,” Dom growled into her ear. Lilly laughed and elbowed him.

      Gregor explained, “Jasper, one of our Clan, has been poisoned by an ex-lover. Theron happens to be my cousin. His father is the one who ostracized your father, Lilly.”

      Lilly leaned forward. “Do you know what was used to poison him? I’m assuming since he’s a Goyle, it wasn’t your garden variety arsenic.”

      “We assumed it was hellebore root, but Julian tested Jasper’s blood and found something entirely different. It contained wolfsbane and hemlock. There was a third element, but he hadn’t been able to figure it out last time I spoke to him.”

      Lilly stood and began pacing. “Can you find out? Dom, remember the box of books I asked you to bring? Will you please show me where those are? I need to look at something.”

      “Of course, Love. We’ll return in a moment.” Dominic led Lilly upstairs while Gregor called Julian. She hadn’t needed to research the grimoire since meeting Dominic, and it was still packed away with some other spell books. She pointed to the one she wanted, and Dom carried it downstairs for her.

      “Here we are,” Lilly said. Dominic placed it on the chest, and Lilly opened it, waiting on Gregor to get off the phone.

      When he hung up, he said, “Julian determined the third item was a small trace of crushed feline bone.”

      “Oh, crap.” Lilly started flipping through the pages of the book until she found what she was looking for. She ran her finger along the text as she read. “Oh, crap,” she said again. “This is dark magic.”

      “Lilly, what does this mixture do to a body exactly? He was paralyzed when Dante found him,” Gregor asked.

      “It was originally used to keep werewolves from being able to turn.”

      “Werewolves? There are no werewolves,” Tessa said. “Are there?”

      Lilly didn’t admit to knowing there were. Instead, she explained, “According to the grimoire, the gypsies ran across men who were able to shift into something other than human. Because wolfsbane was the main ingredient used to halt the process, the shifters were given the name wolf shifter, or werewolf. The passage doesn’t describe the shifter’s appearance though. It could have been a Gargoyle for all I know.”

      “Does the grimoire tell how to reverse the spell?” Gregor asked.

      Everyone remained quiet while Lilly searched the book for an answer. “Not exactly. That particular spell, once cast, was thought to be irreversible. I wish we knew if Theron had someone cast a spell or if he just injected the mixture into Jasper’s system.”

      “What would be the difference?”

      “If he injected the poison into Jasper himself, I doubt he said a spell as he did it. If that’s the case, we need to find an antidote. If someone else cast a spell, it’s possible there is no way to reverse or remove it. Hold on…” Lilly scanned the next few pages of the old tome. “Here! Here’s a similar spell, and it has a reversal.”

      “What does the other spell do?” Tessa asked.

      “It calls forth demons,” Lilly whispered.

      “Well, hell.” Tessa downed the rest of her rum and poured herself another glassful. “Sorry, may I?” she asked after the fact.

      Dominic held his hands open at his sides. “By all means, Lass. We are family.”

      “Thanks,” she said before downing the entire glass in one go. She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand before asking, “Lilly, can you reverse what has been done to Jasper?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never come up against dark magic.” Lilly studied the grimoire for a few minutes. “Let’s assume Theron injected Jasper. If I had all the ingredients, it’s possible I could reverse what has been done.” Dominic rubbed his temples, but Lilly didn’t care if she was giving him a headache. This was what she did. This was her sandbox, and she was ready to play. Lilly grabbed his wrists. “Dom, I have to try this. Jasper is family. I cannot let him live in this tormented limbo.”

      Dominic pressed a kiss to her temple. “I know you can’t, Love. It looks like we’re going to New Atlanta.”

      “Thank you. I need to get my hands on some sabina. Excuse me while I make a call.” Lilly left the room and phoned Simone. Luckily, Greyson had the herb. After hanging up, Lilly returned to the parlor. “Good news. My friend has what I need.”

      “The jet will be ready whenever you are,” Tabitha said.

      “Excellent. Let us go pack our bags, then we can stop by Greyson’s on the way to the airport.” Lilly grabbed Dominic’s hand and dragged him up the stairs. Helping her fellow Gargoyle was the reason for the trip north, but Lilly also saw it as her first adventure with her pirate. If she had her way, it would be the first of many.
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      Magic is a gift. It’s harnessed from the energy the earth possesses. A few lucky souls are granted the ability to borrow it. These souls are known today as witches. One thing they must take heed, magic that is taken for granted, always has a consequence.
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      Sweat beads formed on Emma’s forehead as she scanned the hallway for the right room number to her first class. This was her second year at the college, but it never got any easier. The campus was massive, and even after her first semester last year, she still managed to get lost. The never-ending hallways, the separate buildings, and not to mention the other hundreds of confused adults trying to attempt the same goal, get to class on time. Biting her bottom lip, she glanced over her shoulders to make sure no one was close enough to notice her use magic.

      Gnawing at the nail of her index finger, she waved the other four digits. A glittery pathway materialized in front of her. She jumped, startled, grinning innocently as a stranger brushed past her, the magic mist passing through his ankles unnoticed. She took a deep breath.

      Trusting the magical line when it disappeared in front of a door, she entered. The room was large; it seated around two hundred students and centered around the front lecture area. The sound of ruffled papers and posture adjustment echoed in the tall ceiling. Holding her bag high to avoid knocking already seated classmates while she shuffled across the room. She had her eye set on the one with others open around it. She sat down and placed her bag on the seat next to her, saving a seat for Paige.

      They had been friends since second grade. Emma remembered the first time she saw Paige, her blonde curls tied up in piggy tails, and she held onto her mother’s hand. Their mothers had met during coven meetings and while the adults mingled, Paige and Emma bonded. Finding their own ways to share their magical powers, braiding dolls’ hair with a wave of a hand, floating cupcakes from the table, and telling scary stories of the past under a blanket. Growing up with the secret of magic was much easier with a friend to share it with, and this made Paige and Emma’s bond stronger than most.

      “Oh my gosh,” Paige said as she sat next to Emma, “I’m so glad we have this class together.” Her blonde curls bounced when she sat, and her brown eyes glistened.

      “Me too,” Emma said as she brought the book bag to her and placed it on the ground next to her feet.

      “Has the Professor shown up yet?” Paige glanced at her watch. “We still got time.” She took a deep sigh as she settled into her chair. “Did you find your way here alright? I know you stress about how large the campus is.”

      Emma leaned over to Paige, cupping her hand over her mouth. “I used a little help to arrive on time.”

      Giggling, Paige brought a hand to her mouth. “Why didn’t I think of that? Even after an entire year of this place, I still feel that first week of getting used to the new routine is overwhelming.”

      “I had nightmares of not finding my classes over the summer.”

      “Right?”

      The side door of the lecture pit opened and through it walked the epitome of a male model. His spiked blond hair lined a fresh shaved jawline. He wore a white button-down shirt that fit snug, revealing a hard, muscular body.

      Emma’s eyes widened to Paige, as if to ask, “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Paige reciprocated the look as she bit the top of her pen, letting out a tiny screech.

      Was this guy lost? He wasn’t much older than either of them. They watched him in silence as he rustled the papers on the desk. Looking around, Emma elbowed Paige. Silently laughing that the two girls in front of them were also talking about the Professor, one of them showing a quick sketch she had made.

      “Good morning, class,” the male model said, like a siren that had amplified his attraction tenfold. “My name is Mr. Ryan, but we are all adults here so you can call me Chase.”

      Paige held a fist to her mouth, blinking rapidly. Emma turned to her and mouthed, “Right?”

      “I’m here standing in for my good friend who is out sick today. Your actual Professor, Dr. Barry Wakefield, should resume teaching tomorrow.” Chase said.

      Rolling up his sleeves, Chase strutted to the front of his desk, winking at a girl in the front row. “In this class, Dr. Wakefield will instruct all of you, on art history. Joy. It could get offensive and gruesome.” Placing both of his forearms on the desk behind him he lifted himself to sit on top, his muscles bulging from the sun kissed skin. “Lucky for me, I don’t have to teach you any of that.”

      The classroom rolled in a soft chuckle. The friends turned to one another. Raising one eyebrow, Paige said, “I like him.”

      “Me too,” Emma whispered. “Maybe our actual teacher needs to stay sick so we can watch him lecture.”

      The upper classroom door swung open, slamming into the wall with a loud bang. “This place is massive! How is a girl ever supposed to be on time?” the intruder said.

      “Welcome to class. Please find a seat,” Chase said.

      The entire room now focused on the new person as she shuffled herself across the seats. Her raven hair matched her lipstick. A thick dark eye liner was smeared under her eye, making the green color pop.

      The edge of her white underpants peeked under the hem of her short red skirt. Black stockings covered pale skin of her legs. She made her way to the familiar faces she had known since childhood. The two friends she had burned bridges with more than once. “Sorry,” she said as her bag hit a few of the classmates on her way down the aisle where Emma and Paige sat.

      Cora. Emma swallowed as she neared. Cora was the third witch that had joined their friend group during their parent’s coven meetings. Trouble seemed to follow her. She liked to dabble in the darker side of magic.

      More than once, Cora had left Emma and Paige to deal with the consequences of a group effort. Emma remembered one of those times clearly. She and Paige had to clean up and erase memories when Cora revealed that the three of them were witches at a high school party.

      Paige reached under her desk, finding Emma’s hand, and squeezed as they both watched Cora get closer to the empty seat next to them.

      When she reached them, she said, “Hi, girls.” She smiled, her teeth looking more white than normal. “Looks like we get to rekindle again.”

      Emma returned the smile as her heart plummeted. Her magic tingled through her insides, sending prickles of alarm. Cora couldn’t be trusted, but the magic they shared made them sisters for life, whether they liked it or not.

      “The list of chapters to study this week is on the website Dr. Wakefield has created for you here, at this link,” Chase said, writing on the board.

      “Good golly, look at that man,” Cora said, pointing her black fingernails at Chase. “If he isn’t a perfect piece of ass. I think I’ll spell him into my bed chamber tonight.” She grinned at Emma and Paige’s horrified eyes. “Do you think he likes leather and whips?”

      “He’s the stand in for our real professor Cora, don’t get used to him,” Paige said.

      “We’re big kids now. We are allowed to bang our teachers. Plus, how else am I going to pass this, stupid required art class?”

      “That’s repulsive Cora,” Emma whispered. “Besides, we all know you’re smart enough.”

      Cora’s lips curved into a wicked grin. Emma felt like a centipede had wormed its way under her skin. Cora flicked a few fingers, nodding for her old friends to watch.

      Chase jumped off and swatted the table, his tight pants framing his butt. “I really hate spiders. I will have to report to the janitor to get this room sprayed for bugs.”

      Lifting one eyebrow, Cora whispered, “He must work out. Glad my little pets gave us a superb view.”

      Emma and Paige shook their heads. Cora eyed her friends. She could see they were both enamored with this new guy and she planned to use it against them. Paige and Emma had, had boy quarrels in the past, it wouldn’t be hard to start another one. She just needed them to let her back into their circle.

      With another wave of Cora’s hand, a few buttons on Chase’s shirt popped. “Rats,” he said. “What a great introduction I’m having today.” He pulled off his shirt and squashed any remaining spiders with it, throwing it in the trash afterward. Emma gasped at his chiseled six pack. “That’ll teach those nasty eight-legged freaks to mess with me,” he said. Random laughter, whispers, and hushed comments were heard around the room.

      “You’re welcome,” Cora said. She sunk into her chair and faced forward, letting her actions work their magic on her friends.

      Chase walked around to the front of his large desk and grabbed a stack of papers. He handed them to the nearest student to pass around. “Here is a list of what he will require and a little homework from the back of the chapter. Dr. Wakefield can answer questions tomorrow.”

      Emma, who was now burning inside like a forest fire, couldn’t keep her knee from bouncing. Cora knew the rules. Magic wasn’t supposed to be used on others out in the open for selfish desires. And yes, she enjoyed seeing Chase half-naked, but she felt bad for him.

      When the class ended, Cora was the first to stand. “I’ll see you girls tomorrow.” She winked and left.

      “Can you believe Cora? She waltzes in here like we are friends again,” Paige said.

      Emma rolled her eyes. “I hope she doesn’t expect that.”

      Paige laughed. “We both know her better than that.”

      “I’m going to introduce myself.” Emma looked down at the man who was standing in for their teacher. “Did you want to come with me?”

      “No way. I think his beauty would crumble me.” Paige touched Emma’s shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. That she’s back, I mean. We will get through this. We always do. Now, go say hi to that hot want-to-be-professor. Give me all the deets later.”

      Taking a deep inhale, Emma conjured an old T-shirt with AC/DC on it that her father gave her into her bag. She walked down the stairs to the front of the room.

      Heat swarmed her body like she had stepped into a greenhouse as she approached him. His back faced her, the dry eraser marker he held squeaking on the board as he wrote an assignment for the next class. She used a scrunchie and put her hair in a ponytail as she relished in the man in front of her. His broad shoulders made a V shape into the chiseled muscles of his back. She noticed a Celtic tattoo in the shape of a witches circle on his right side and wondered what it could mean. Emma cocked her head to the side to get a better look. As her eyes wandered, she quickly diverted her gaze to keep her eyes from moving to his well-developed butt they had admired earlier.

      A desire spread across his face when he turned to find her watching him. “Can I help you?” he asked as she jumped. She only withstood looking into his blue eyes a second before she looked down and pulled the T-shirt out of her bag.

      “I… Um…” she stuttered. “I had this shirt in my bag.” She chuckled. “Like I carry around extras all the time.” She rolled her eyes. “Here, I thought maybe you could borrow it. Or keep it. Or whatever you want.” She held it out for him to take it.

      When he took the shirt, he clasped three fingers over her hand. Fire traveled through her body like lava, her neck perspiring. He smiled, almost melting her into a pile of Emma-goo.

      Covering her mouth, she realized she was staring at his naked chest. She rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m Emma. I take this class,” she said.

      His lips raised at both corners. “I noticed you up there. You and your friends.” He pulled the shirt over his head, and she watched all the muscles flex.

      “Paige. Yes, we have been friends for like ever.” She rubbed at the nape of her neck again. “Cora,” she pointed behind her, “she’s, well, she’s not really a friend, more of an acquaintance.”

      He nodded. “I see.” Emma’s side itched. She shifted a little to rub her arm against her ribs to relieve it. “Can I get your number?”

      Like being hit with a baseball bat to the face, stars swarmed her vision. “What?”

      “Your number. You know, so I can return the shirt,” he said, handing her his phone.

      Emma typed in her number and handed back his phone. “I better get to my next class.”

      “Yeah,” Chase said. “Don’t want to be late. Thanks for the shirt.”
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      Emma fell backward onto her bed, landing with a giant sigh of relief that the day was over. Hating that it was only Monday. She kicked off her shoes and waved her hand magically, sending them in to her closet.

      Once Emma had laid on the bed long enough, she sat up and walked to the bathroom, where she stared in the mirror. “There is no way a guy like Chase would ever give you the time of day,” she said, making silly faces. Her straight brown hair never kept a curl or behaved in a cute manner like other girls. She had tried once in jr. high to do a beach wave with magic. That backfired and the entire day she was known as the dryer gone bad girl. Her magic had played a sick joke, giving her a foot-high brown cotton ball on her head. Since that day, she was careful to not use her magic for selfish reasons.

      She thought she had nice eyes. The greenish-blue popped with the brown color of her hair. Emma pulled her hair into a top bun as she walked back to her bedroom. She pulled out her books to assess the homework she had. Her phone alerted her from a number she did not recognize.

      Unknown: Meet me for drinks downtown in 15?

      She stood up and stared at her phone, confused. “Who the heck is texting me after seven for drinks?”

      Emma: I’m sorry, who is this?

      Unknown: Sorry should have clarified. Chase.

      That heat wave returned. She clutched the back of her neck. “It’s just to get your shirt back,” she said.

      Emma: Yeah. Sure.

      Chase: Great looking forward to seeing you at the bar.

      A fire warmed her core, and a small tickle returned to her side. She shrugged the feeling aside. She walked into the bathroom and glanced in the mirror. She dabbed a little powder on her face, mascara on her eyes, and added some quick lip gloss. “Get it together, Emma. You’re twenty-one. Old enough to sit down and have a conversation with a guy.”

      After freshening with a new shirt and not wanting to walk and risk becoming sweaty, transported herself to the back alleyway behind the only bar in town. She walked in and the familiar smell of alcohol and greasy bar food over whelmed her. People danced, chatted over drinks and sat along the bar where the drinks were served. Booths and tables were set up around the room. There was also a small kitchen that served appetizers, sandwiches, and salads.

      Emma sat in her favorite spot, the furthest corner from the bar. She heard a familiar voice while swiping through the day’s social media posts.

      “Aww, poor Emmy all alone?” Cora said as she sat in the booth.

      “No, I’m expecting someone. I’m just early.”

      “Always the goodie-goodie.” Cora placed a hand to meet Emma’s. “Listen, I’m sorry about what I did. I know I hurt both you and Paige. I had my reasons. I couldn’t deal anymore. I needed to get away.”

      “So, you ran? You could have asked us for help.”

      Cora only shook her head back and forth.

      Cora had a rough home life. Her dad went out drinking on the weekends, came home, and beat on her and her mom. She used Paige and Emma’s magic combined with her own during their weekend circles, secretly syphoning from her friends, to curse him. It backfired. Cora told them one morning it killed him in a car accident. Emma and Paige were furious after she admitted to stealing some of their magic to assist in her dirty deed. Instead of dealing with her friends directly, she ran. Telling no one where she went.

      Since Paige and Emma were unaware of their involvement in the unfortunate event, it only plagued with a cold and flu virus. Poor Cora’s tortured soul was affected, darkening it more than it already was. The guilt of her father’s death plaguing her.

      “I know, Cora. I’m sorry you had to go through all that. I hope that what happened helped you heal.”

      “It did. I have. I promise. I’ll make it up to both of you. Do you still meet every full moon and on the weekends?”

      Emma bit her lip. “Yes. Both.” She clenched her jaw, wishing she had the strength to lie.

      “Awesome,” Cora stood up, “I’ll be there. I know the place. Thanks for giving me another chance.” She nodded, giving a sheepish grin.

      “Yup,” Emma said, waving her off.

      Paige was going to be furious. But the thought left when Chase approached her booth. “Hi,” he said. “Is this seat taken?”

      Finding herself speechless, Emma shook her head and smiled. Her side began to itch again. She ignored it and watched Chase scoot into the booth. He had dressed in jeans and not her T-shirt.

      “Have you ordered anything yet?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      Chase signaled for the server. “Could we order drinks? Maybe get some mozzarella sticks?”

      “Sure thing,” the server said. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “I’ll take a jack and coke, please,” Chase said.

      The server jotted down the order on his pad of paper. “And for the lady?”

      “A Sprite.”

      “Aww, come on, make it a Shirley at least,” Chase suggested.

      “Fine, make it dirty.”

      “That a girl,” Chase said, smiling as if to melt Emma into submission.

      After the server left, Chase clapped his hands. “So, I’m going to be up front.” Emma’s heart skipped a beat. “I left your shirt at home, hoping you didn’t have a boyfriend and that I could use it as an excuse to take you out this weekend?” He gave her a cheesy, please-be-right smirk.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend,” Emma said, watching his goofy smile change into a mission-accomplished grin. “I may have plans depending on what night.”

      “Great. I’ll take that. I don’t normally date girls I just met, but I, I felt this connection.” He rubbed his side.

      Emma couldn’t help but blush. Had someone placed a love spell over Mr. Model? Because she couldn’t make sense of why, someone like him would consider someone like her.

      They drank enough that night to allow the liquid courage to take its hold on their nerves and forget their purpose. Talking until eleven. Glancing at his watch, Chase waved for the server and paid the check.

      “So, how do you know Dr. Wakefield?” Emma asked.

      “He is a family friend of my dad. He called me a few days ago and asked if I could step in for him today. I have no experience teaching.”

      “What are you studying? Or where do you work? You work right?” Emma asked.

      Chase chuckled. “Yes. I got my degree in finances. I help my parents with their farm.”

      “Family business,” Emma nodded, “that can get complicated.”

      “Sometimes, but mostly my family is close and we all get along.”

      “I would love to stay and talk the night away with you, but we both have things we need to wake up for,” he said, offering his hand to help her from the booth.

      “Thanks,” she said, feeling the warmth in his skin. He wrapped his other hand around her waist. That heat wave returned, creating sparks of desire which took over her sense of control.

      Leaving the bar, he stopped outside the door. Emma noticed him rubbing his side. In the awkward moment, she started rubbing the itch on her side too.

      “Can I drive you home?”

      “Sure. Are you okay to drive?” she asked.

      “It takes more than two drinks to get me buzzing. Scouts honor,” he said, putting his hand over his heart.

      Five minutes later, Emma pointed. “That’s me.”

      Chase pulled his truck up to the sidewalk of her apartment complex. “Is this it?” he asked. “This is a fancy place for a college student.”

      “Yup, that’s it,” she said, giggling. “My dad helps me out with rent.”

      “Stay there.” He turned off his truck and jumped out to run to her side. Opening her door, he said, “My lady.”

      Chase followed her to the apartment gates. She typed in her gate code, feeling silly he was still standing there. “Oops, I hit the wrong number.” He continued to just stand there, staring at her. Biting her bottom lip, she fought the urge to kiss him.

      With not a moment passed, he pulled her into him, his warm, sexy lips pressed into hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck, letting the kiss deepen.

      “Do you want to come up?” she asked when their kiss stopped. Her heart pounded as she attempted to control her breathing.

      “Are you okay with that?”

      She nodded. Her stomach knotted, but the wanting inside of her was stronger than her will to stay no. He was the most gorgeous man she had ever laid eyes on. This would be her only chance with him.

      Chase eyed her, giving her a moment to look into his eyes. They were genuine, and she saw someone she could trust. “Can you walk a straight line?” he asked. He backed away and beckoned for her to follow.

      “I’m not drunk, just brave.” She approached him in an almost straight line.

      “Good,” he said. Sweeping her up, she squealed, and he ran through the gate. “Where to?”

      She guided him all the way to her apartment. He placed her down inside and closed the door behind him. Emma thought she had made a mistake until he pulled off his T-shirt. That fire in her belly returned, and she lost all sense of anything but the shirtless man unbuttoning his pants in front of her.
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      Emma woke, eyes widening at the warmth of his muscular body pressed against her own. His well-defined forearm hung over her waist. When she shifted, he nuzzled his scruff into her neck.

      “Mmm,” he said, “I hope we can keep this up.” He traced her cheek, tucking a stray stand of hair behind her ear. “I know that makes me sound crazy,” he scratched his head, “I just feel this could work.”

      Emma rolled onto her back, leaving him on his side. She pulled up the sheet to cover her vulnerable state.

      “Can I ask you something?” he said.

      “Sure.”

      He sat up and showed her the Celtic tattoo she had seen the day before. “Can you see this?”

      “Yeah? Can’t everyone?”

      He pulled his lip under his teeth, making Emma want to suck it back out. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”

      She laughed. “Try me.”

      “My grandma gave me this tattoo.”

      “Seriously? Since when do grandmas give their grandsons tattoos?”

      “My grandma is a witch. She told me the girl I would marry would be the only girl who could see this tattoo.”

      Emma smacked his shoulder. “You’re so full of yourself.” She wrapped the sheet around herself, leaving his sun-kissed muscled body of perfection laying on her bed, naked.

      “Okay. If you don’t believe me, call your friend. I’ll take my shirt off and we can ask her.”

      “Right. I’m not even sure how I’m going to tell Paige. She’s going to give me so much crap.” She drew her hands down her face, reality hitting her like a ten-pound bag of flour. “I slept with the guy who stood in for our professor!”

      He shrugged. “I made a hot teacher. Admit it,” he grinned, “you feel it too, that fire, it burns almost to the point of driving you crazy.”

      Rubbing the sweat from the nape of her neck, she wondered if somehow this guy wasn’t lying. How was she lucky enough to be with the man laying naked on her bed? Maybe he wasn’t a one-night stand? A small part of her jumped for joy, her insides beaming like the sun.

      “So, you’re saying that you’re not crazy, and I’m supposed to believe that your grandma is a witch?

      “Emma. I know you’re a witch too. Don’t pretend you don’t know what magic is. Have you felt the itch yet?”

      “What? A witch?” she said, trying to sound offended as the splotchy red patches dotted her cheeks. “Itch? An itch to use magic?”

      “You’re a horrible liar,” he said. “My grandma told me only a witch could see it, the witch I would fall in love with. And as for the itch, we will see soon enough.”

      Emma placed both hands on her head. “This is too much. I have a terrible headache.”

      “You and me both. Prove me wrong, wave those pretty little fingers and magic our headaches away so you can get to class, and I can get back to my parents’ farm,” he said as he got off the bed. She couldn’t help but watch, admiring every inch of him.

      Chase wrapped his arms around her, trapping her inside the sheet. He nibbled on her neck, her skin responding with tiny little bumps. He continued to her ears until she squirmed with laughter, begging for him to stop. His body was warm against hers, even through the material.

      “Fine,” she said. “But you have to release me so I can wave my fingers.”

      With a flutter of her fingers, the pounding in their heads disappeared. The left side of his mouth rose, and he pulled her in for a goodbye kiss. He spun her and patted her cute little behind. “Have a great day in class.” He winked. He pulled on his clothes that spent the night on the floor and exited the front door.

      Emma couldn’t make sense of anything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.
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        * * *

      

      Before class started, Emma filled her friend in on her newest adventure. “Paige, did you happen to notice a tattoo on Mr. Hottie when he had his shirt off in class?”

      “No way. That guy was like smooth, melted butter, making my mouth water the more I stared at him. Why?”

      “Well…” Emma’s eyes widened, and she licked her lips. It was enough to let Paige know without actually telling her the event.

      “Oh. My. Gosh.” Paige held her hand over her mouth. “You did it with the teacher?” Paige said this a little louder than a whisper, eyes growing huge.

      “Shh,” Emma said with a finger over her mouth, glancing at the curious faces of her other classmates. “I’ll tell you details later, not here.”

      “You little whore,” Cora said as she sat next to them.

      Emma squinted her eyes at her best friend and forced an elbow into her side.

      Paige mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

      “I never pegged you to be the one,” she slapped Emma’s back, the sound a hollow thud, “good job Emma-girl.” She leaned over and placed her fist under her chin. “How was he?” Her eyebrows raised a few times.

      “First, he’s not our teacher and second, I am so not having this conversation right now.” Emma rolled her eyes.

      When the real professor walked through the door, Emma felt a wave of relief. Dr. Wakefield was exactly what you would picture an art history teacher to be; graying hair, glasses, a belly that hung over his trousers, and let’s not forget the monotone voice.

      All of next week Emma spent with Chase. Every evening ended with him staying over. The connection between them grew like a magical bean that transformed into a ladder leading to the heavens.

      On that next weekend, the moon was full, and this meant Emma and Paige would meet to work on spells together. Emma arrived early at their normal spot. It was an hour drive outside of town in a secluded forest area where Emma and Paige practiced magic. She wanted to tell Paige earlier in the week that Cora would join them, but with all her extra time spent with Chase, she didn’t.

      The cool breeze of the forest rustled the fallen leaves. Even as the sun settled, the birds chirped to one another. Emma paced, pulling her phone in and out of her pocket, looking at the clock.

      Emma: Are you coming?

      Paige: Be there in 10.

      Groaning out loud, Emma threw her arms to her side, like a pouting child. The birds in the nearby trees scattered into the sky.

      “You know, for someone who seems like they have it all together, looks are deceiving,” Cora said. Emma watched her as she approached. Her blackened hair was pulled up into two mouse-eared like ponytails.

      “Like you’re one to talk,” Emma told her.

      “Paige running late?”

      “Yeah, she’s ten minutes out.”

      “So, you and the hot teacher, huh?”

      “He’s not a teacher. He was a friend helping a friend,” Emma blushed, “Besides, I’m still not sure that it’s real.”

      Cora bit her bottom lip, examining Emma’s red face. “But you really like him.”

      “Pfft, how could someone like him, the perfect example of the male species, want someone like me?” Emma pointed at herself.

      “Because Emma, you’re special. It’s sad you don’t see it. You’re genuine, and not all messed up in the head like me. You don’t need makeup to look cute.”

      “Thanks Cora, that’s nice of you to say. But it’s more than that. There’s this tattoo.” Emma’s mind went blank for a split second. She had said too much.

      Cora’s eyebrows lifted. “Tattoo?”

      Emma waved a hand. “It’s nothing, really. Just a normal ol’ ink pattern.”

      “No, honey. I examined every ounce of that hot ass, and there was no ink on him. Unless that tat was on the bottom half. I wouldn’t say no to seeing that.”

      A wave of swampy heat exploded through Emma’s mind. Blinking, she saw red spots. Had she made a huge mistake? She turned, grabbing the candles out of her bag, hoping that Cora would drop the subject.

      “Where is this tattoo, Emma?” Cora asked. She walked closer, taking the candles from Emma’s hands. “You’re not getting out of telling me every detail.” She pushed at Emma’s chest. “Remember, I gave him to you.”

      Shaking her head, Emma glared at Cora. “What are you talking about? Did you spell him?”

      “Not exactly. I helped encourage your little relationship. If I hadn’t of popped those buttons, you wouldn’t have felt bad, and had the courage to let him borrow your shirt.”

      “Yes, I guess.”

      “Stop changing the subject. There’s more. Spit it out,” Cora said.

      “Fine. Yes, he told me he had this tattoo from his grandma or whatever. And only a witch that he would fall in love with could see it.”

      “What the frick? You’re not serious.”

      “That’s what he told me.” Emma shrugged.

      “Was the design witchy?”

      If anyone knew the importance of spells, curses, and black magic, it was Cora. She had dabbled in darker magic. The type that required sacrifice.

      “I suppose it is. Its Celtic knots wound around in the shape of the pagan circle.”

      Cora’s lips rose on each corner. “You don’t say?”

      Emma grabbed Cora’s shoulders. “What does that mean, Cora? Is he bad?”

      “Not particularly. It means he’s familiar with magic. Makes him more fricking delicious. I hope you like to share.”

      A ripple of jealousy prickled through Emma. She ripped the candles from Cora’s hands and laid them in an area they had cleared previously, where there was a chalk circle. She snapped her fingers to ignite them. She glared at Cora, who stood with her arms folded.

      Emma resisted reading her mind, telling herself it wasn’t worth whatever she would have to give up to access that magic. She didn’t mind using strong magic, but it normally made her feel ill; a stomach ache, chills, or even a fever.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Paige said. She wrapped her blonde waves into a pony when she stopped her approach, her eyes glaring at Cora. “Who invited you?” She looked Cora up and down.

      “Hey to you too, Paige,” Cora said. “Emma and I had a little chat. Since the whole sisterhood thing exists between us girls of power, I figured we could mend old bridges and give it another shot.”

      Paige glanced at Emma for support. Only able to answer her with a shrug, Paige knew they didn’t have much choice. “Fine, but no black stuff.”

      “Come on, grow some big girl panties. Let me help you.”

      “No, it’s too unpredictable,” Emma said.

      “Okay, Miss, I humped the teacher,” Cora said.

      “He’s not our teacher!” Emma’s eyes narrowed, anger soaring through her. Her mind heated like a volcano, the lava wanting to bust out, burning everything around her. Resisting the urge to hurt Cora, she only wiggled her fingers and Cora’s mousey ponytails toppled straight to the sides of her head.

      “Hey,” Cora said, feeling the top of her head, “that took me, like, twenty minutes to get right.”

      “You’re lucky she was nice,” Paige said. “I would have burned it off.”

      Cora clapped her hands. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. You girls need to dig deeper. Really learn to use your magic. Let those emotions guide you. Please, as a token of my forgiveness, let me show you? Just something little.”

      Paige looked at Emma.

      Emma said, “Sure, why not.”

      “Yes! I’m so stoked,” Cora said. “This is going to rock your worlds.”

      Cora taught Emma and Paige how to summon spirits of the dead. She claimed it was a good deed if they helped the lost souls. They called upon two of them. One said when she died, her cat was left homeless and the other wanted his family to know he loved them.

      The three of them spent the night chasing after a cat. They found it a new home with a family friend. This left both the cat, the satisfied spirit, and the new owner happy.

      As for the other spirit. The girls forged a letter as he guided them in what to say. They left the note on the door, signed from one they had lost years ago. He thanked them and the witches decided they had helped enough spirits for one night.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday mornings were the best. Emma laid in bed, her body exhausted from the night before.

      Undressing to take a shower, she glanced in the bathroom mirror as she walked by. Her eye caught something dark on her side. Jumping backward, she clawed at the foreign object only to find her own skin. Her heart raced as if she had run up a flight of stairs. The same Celtic tattoo Chase had was now on her.

      Wasting no time after her shower, she sent a text to Chase with a photo of their matching tattoos.

      Chase: Awesome. See, I told you.

      Emma: What does this mean? Is it some sort of spell?

      Chase: No, it was just a gift from my grandmother. Her powers at their finest.

      Emma: It’s totally a spell, if it marked us both.

      Chase: I promise it’s nothing like that. I just had trouble with finding good relationships. It was to help me.

      Chase: Can I come pick you up?

      Emma: Yes. I need to get out of this apartment.

      When Chase arrived, Emma jumped into his truck’s passenger side. “It’s hard to believe you’ve had trouble finding relationships.”

      “Well, that’s just it. I didn’t, but it was always the wrong kind. The superficial kind,” Chase said. “And you know young guys, we are blind to that.”

      Emma nodded her head. “Why didn’t grandma spell you to be ugly or something?”

      Chase laughed. “You know it’s not that easy. It would have required too much constant respelling to keep it up.” He gripped the steering wheel. “You know if the tattoo appears, it means your feelings for me are a real thing.”

      “Oh! Does that mean we are in a relationship?”

      “It sure does.”

      “If your grandma had magic, did she teach you any?”

      “For me, it’s more of a feeling. Honestly, I think it’s the tattoo. It tingles when I’m around witches.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Yup. That’s how I knew you were one.”

      “Well, I guess I don’t have to hide anything magic from you. That’s nice,” Emma said.

      Chase smiled, his perfection glowing. “See? Meant to be.” As cheesy as he was, Emma felt an actual connection between them. It wasn’t just the magical tattoo. The feelings she had toward him were genuine.
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        * * *

      

      As the semester flew by, the yellow, orange, and red colors of the trees lined the streets; the air crisp with a cool breeze. Jack-o'-lanterns and scarecrows decorated shop windows. October was Emma’s favorite time of year.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” Paige said. “I was in dire need of new shoes.”

      “Are you kidding? I love our girl time,” Emma said.

      “With your new boyfriend, it has been sparse,” Paige said.

      “I know. I’m sorry, Paige.”

      They passed several store fronts until they came to the shoe store. Paige led Emma inside. Browsing the sneaker section, she found a pair she liked. She sat and pulled off her right one, holding it up for Emma to see. “Look at this. Since when do I wear shoes with holes?”

      “You could have repaired it.” Emma raised an eyebrow.

      “That takes the fun out of getting new shoes,” Paige said as she tried on the new one. “Look how cute these are.” She pranced around the bench, kicking up a foot to admire the new look with every couple of steps. Her blonde curls trailing behind her like an ocean wave.

      After paying for Paige’s shoes, the friends walked to a bookstore.

      “How is Chase treating you anyhow?” Paige asked.

      “He is too good to be true. I can’t believe it’s been almost three months.”

      Paige winked. “As long as you’re happy.” Her lips pushed into a thin line.

      “You’re not implying about that guy in high school, are you?”

      “Emma, you knew I liked him and you pursued him anyway.”

      Emma took Paige’s hands in her own. “Paige, you told me you were over him. I would have never dated him if I knew you still had a thing for him.”

      Paige reached around and gave Emma a hug. “I know. It just, sometimes bothers me, you get all the guys.” She waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. We moved passed it a long time ago.”

      “What do you think about Cora? Do you think she’s genuine in trying to be friends? Can we trust her to not run off again?” Emma asked.

      “I want to believe she is. She asked to me to help her with something strange the other day. I didn’t want to upset you, so I didn’t say anything.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” Paige wrinkled her nose. “She asked me to help her remove the tattoo.”

      “My tattoo?”

      “Chase’s.”

      “Why would she want to do that?”

      “I think she’s jealous. I mean, look at the guy, he’s walking perfection. He should be on every magazine, or a poster on my wall to lust over and drool on.” Paige placed a hand on Emma’s. “I’m not trying to take him, just saying he’s gorgeous. And I’m happy for you.”

      A small anger boiled inside of Emma. Her stomach felt uneasy, and she wanted to find something to distract her from talking with Paige. They walked in silence for a few store fronts, until they came to a bookstore.

      Emma inhaled as they walked into the bookstore. It smelled of old paper, leather, and dust. The beauty of the book musk made Emma crave to sit on a couch and drown in the world of the next book. Emma walked around the used tables as Paige left to see the new books stacked on shelves. Emma traced her finger over the piles, admiring each title. One stopped her. Curses and the Repercussions.

      “Paige, look at this one.”

      Paige peeked around a corner. Taking the book from Emma, she flipped through its pages. “Do you think a legit person of magic wrote this?”

      Emma shrugged. “Should we buy it and try it out?”

      “I don’t know. Curses can be taxing.”

      “We have Cora to help guide us now.”

      “Fine.” Paige tucked the book under her arm as she walked to the cashier, paid for it and they left.

      That Saturday evening, the three friends met in the woods. Paige pulled the book of curses out of her bag and showed it to Cora.

      Cora placed a hand on its cover, rubbing it like it was velvet under her fingertips. “We can have a lot of fun with this little gem.” Her mouth formed into a wicked grin. “We should try a few of these out.”

      A doubtful laugh escaped from Emma. “I’m good with having a little fun, but I don’t think we should place any curses. Besides, that book warns of the consequences, it’s not trying to encourage you to use them.”

      “Exactly, we can avoid them with this.” Cora held the book to the sky.

      Paige stood quietly.

      “We should find one to do on Halloween when the magic is the most powerful,” Cora said.

      Emma sliced her hand through the air. “No way. I’m out on anything magic that night.”

      “I’ll do it,” Paige said.

      “Paige?” Emma’s brows scrunched together.

      “You’ll be out with Chase. Cora and I can enjoy the magic of the night,” Paige said.

      “Be careful, okay?”

      “Always,” Cora said, flicking both her wrists at Emma. “Now let’s kill some bugs and bring them back to life.”

      “Ew!” Paige and Emma said in unison.

      Cora laughed. “They are just bugs.”

      “Maybe we should leave them dead,” Emma said.

      The girls laughed. They continued their night of magical spells, enjoying the rekindling friendship.
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        * * *

      

      Chase had invited Emma and her friends to his family’s yearly Night of the Dead Party held on his parents’ large farm. Corn mazes, carnival games, fried foods, and haunted houses were a few activities provided for all the small towns within driving distance. It increased in attendees, vendors, and activities each year.

      It happened the last weekend of October, Halloween night. Chase took Emma early to meet his parents. She placed a calming spell on herself to relieve the rolling waves of stomach acid that threatened to project outward.

      “You’re going to love them,” Chase said as he led Emma to the front door of his parent’s Victorian style home.

      When they entered, Emma gasped. The white walls, hanging sconces and large window allowed the light to magnify the welcome feeling. The house reminded her of the barbie house she used to play with as a little girl. They kept every piece of furniture pristine.

      “You grew up here?” Emma asked.

      “Yes, the house has been in my family for generations.”

      “How is it so perfect?”

      “Magic,” he said, winking at her.

      “Right. I forget magic can do so much.”

      A woman rounded the corner. She dusted her hands on the daisy printed apron she wore. Chase hugged her. “Mom, this is Emma. Emma, Cheri.”

      Cheri pulled Emma into a warm bear squeeze. “Come in, come in. I’m finishing the last of the sugar cookies for the booths. Please take one. They are still warm.”

      Chase bit into a warm sugar cookie, handing her one with his free hand.  The soft, sugary goodness made Emma’s taste buds sing.

      “So, this is the one?” Cheri asked.

      Chase nodded as he chewed his cookie.

      “Did the tattoo appear?”

      Emma’s eyes grew large. “Is that a normal occurrence with the women Chase brings home?”

      Cheri laughed. “No, dear.” She pulled her apron over her head. “So, it did appear?”

      “It did. What does that mean?”

      “It means we have a celebration to plan,” Cheri said, smiling.

      Emma took another bite of her cookie. “Oh, I see.”

      “You do like my son, right?” Cheri caressed her son’s cheek, the love in her eyes clear.

      “Very much.”

      “Good. Now if you two could help me take these out to the cookie booth, I need to change before the rest of the guests arrive.”

      Pushing two carts full of cookie trays, Emma followed Chase to the festival. Caramel apples, funnel cakes, and sugar treats of all sorts lined the grassy field. A ferris wheel, bumper cars, tossing games, and more filled the fields.

      “This is my favorite,” Chase said, stopping his cookie tray in front of a booth. “Carla, this is my girlfriend, Emma. Carla makes the world’s best homemade pretzels.”

      “I love pretzels. Do you have dipping cheese?” Emma asked.

      “Of course, dear. What is a pretzel without the cheese?” Carla said, handing the couple a plate.

      They carried on eating and pushing. Emma couldn’t believe her eyes. Their Halloween event was almost as good as any theme park. Chase pointed to the big red barn to the side of the field as they pulled the trays into the next booth, delivering them to vendor.

      “It all started with my grandpa making a haunted house inside that red barn.”

      Fog seeped through the cracks under the doors and out the windows, as a recording of screams and howls were heard in the air. “It’s gotten pretty intense over the years.” Chase said. “My parents have the local teenagers dress up to scare the unexpecting adventurers.”

      “This is amazing.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” Chase said, grabbing Emma’s hand. “Let’s go back to the house and get changed before it starts.”

      “We need to dress up?” Emma asked.

      “Yes! It’s all part of the fun.”

      “I have nothing to wear.”

      “That’s okay, my mom has an entire room full of costumes.”

      Chase was right. Emma could have spent a week going through the racks of clothing. She felt like she had walked into a store; the options were endless. He walked to the first rack, pushed over a few hangers of clothes and settled on a vampire cape. He picked up plastic teeth that sat on the shelf above. “I’ll meet you down there once you’re ready. Take your time. I need to help mom with a few more things,” he said. She nodded and continued to search.

      Emma shuffled through the racks. Sexy nurses, cheer leaders, vampires, scarecrows, orange pumpkins, none of them felt right. Until she found a purple dress. Gold threads weaved Celtic circles, matching her tattoo. She held it out, its size matching hers. She grabbed a pointed hat of the same fabric and gold design, which sat on the shelf of props and extras. It made the perfect witch costume.

      Once she dressed, night had fallen. Emma checked the kitchen and found no one there. Since the house seemed empty, she headed outside. Laughter and screams, children with bags full of candy, costumes of all shapes and sizes roamed. Fog crawled over the ground as it seeped away from the haunted barn and corn maze, slowly disappearing as it met the crowds of people.

      Emma searched for Chase, looking for the high collar vampire cape and his slicked back blond hair. She came across a vampire, who was not Chase. “I can be yours. Let me suck your blood,” the stranger said, baring his artificial fangs and snapping at her neck. She felt his hot breath pulling away before he made contact.

      “No, thank you,” Emma said.

      Before she got to the entrance of the corn maze, she stopped. An eerie feeling formed in her gut. Skin bumps covered her arms.

      “Scared to enter?” Jumping when someone behind Emma leaned into her ear. “Use your powers,” Cora said.

      Cora was dressed as a zombie. Her skin melting, clothes ripped and ragged, black hair oozed out from random balding areas of her head. She raised her arms and wiggled her fingers, moaning.

      “That makeup is so realistic,” Emma said.

      “Magic,” Cora whispered. “You should use it more often. Let those emotions guide you.”

      Emma shivered. Following a warm touch to her side, the tattoo burned. She screamed, grabbing her ribs, pulling at the purple dress.

      “Does it hurt?” Cora asked, clutching Emma’s shoulders to look into her eyes. “Explain to me how much.”

      Taking deep inhales as the pain pulsed into lightning strikes, Emma willed her magic to ease the pain until she could figure out what was happening. She ran from Cora as fast as her feet would carry her, hunched over, holding the searing in her ribs. Tripping, her vision blurring, she pushed past the people to an opening. She hoped to find solace behind the haunted barn.

      When Emma reached the barn, she saw two figures. She stopped dead in her tracks; she released her side. A wave of dizziness overcame her, her stomach somersaulted as the bile rose to her mouth. Leaning against the building was Chase and Paige. The maid costume that looked barely large enough for a six-year-old hiked up to her lower back. His hands fondled her back side. Her moans unheard over the screams of the haunting in the barn.

      Betrayal… She sunk to her knees. The agony of her best friend with Chase made her see stars. Magic encompassed her, threatening to burst out of every pore. The power boosted her confidence ten levels above normal, overpowering the pain.

      “What the hell is going on, Paige?”

      When Chase turned his head toward her and off Paige, his eyes were glazed over. The fake blood on his face smeared.

      Paige shoved him aside. In his dazed state he fell to the ground, thudding like a rag doll, floppy and helpless. She pulled down her slutty dress and approached Emma. “I’m so tired of you always getting the good ones.”

      “What are you talking about?” Emma asked, blinking back tears.

      “I tried to be a good friend. I tried to be happy for you, but Cora was right,” Paige said. “You have always had it better than me.”

      A tear trickled down Emma’s cheek. “What did Cora do to you?”

      “She helped me!” she said, her spit hitting Emma’s face. “All along it was her who helped me.”

      Trembling, Emma stumbled back. “I don’t understand.”

      “With that book, we found a way around your cute little tattoo spell,” Cora said, emerging from the darkness. “It will eliminate you from the picture and allow Paige and me a little taste of Chase.”

      Emma glanced at Chase lying on the ground, still as a board. Sadness in her heart. Cursed for his beautiful looks, and the money his family had, she now understood why his grandma had given him the gift of the tattoo.

      Her anger and the burning of the tattoo diminished. Chase sat up, shaking his head as if to knock out any unclear thoughts. His eyes back to their normal color.

      “It’s sad that you’re so corrupted, Cora.” Emma looked to Paige. “And you! I thought you were my best friend. Instead, you let the darkness of lust tarnish our friendship.”

      “You…” Paige began. She wiped the side of her face, screaming as she looked at the blood on her hand. Her ears dripped with red liquid. Her nose was next, running like a ruby faucet. An unclear mist took over her eyes, and she crumbled to the ground. Wrapping her arms around her stomach. Her body convulsed, flailing like a fish out of water. Too scared to help, Cora ran, fleeing when things got too hard.

      Pulling out her phone, Emma called an ambulance. She had no idea what was happening to Paige, but she knew it was beyond what she could understand. People huddled as the lights of the paramedics arrived.

      After the medics had assessed Paige and took her away, Chase laced his fingers with Emma’s and pulled her into his chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine. I can’t blame you if they used magic,” she said. “How did it happen?”

      “They had asked me to show them the barn. And the last thing I remember was Cora’s laughter.”

      Kissing his lips, Emma said, “I’m sorry, Chase.”

      “It’s over now.”

      Emma touched his tattoo. “From now on we are protected. Your grandma was a smart woman.”

      He nuzzled his cheek on top of her head. “Thank you, for understanding.”
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        * * *

      

      A few weeks later, Emma visited Paige in the hospital. She entered her room. Flowers, balloons, and cards lined the walls and tables. Tubes entered her mouth and nose. Wires connected to machines to help her breath. She could not do any normal bodily functions on her own. The doctors were unsure what had happened. The seizures had left her a vegetable.

      Emma sat down in a chair beside her bed, bringing her hands together. “I’m sorry, Paige. I wish you would have told me the truth. Told me how you felt. I would have done anything to keep our friendship.” Emma stood up. She touched the limp hand of her lost friend. “You knew the repercussions of magic. Since we were kids, they taught us to never let magic mix with selfish desires. The sacrifice is never a good one. We saw that with Cora’s dad. I guess it wasn’t enough.”

      A tear rolled down Emma’s cheek as she left, knowing she would never see Paige again. Magic had taken her life. Trapped her in a lifeless body. Exiting the hospital, Emma’s heart warmed to see Chase waiting for her. His handsome smile reminded her she had been given a chance. A reminder to stay humble, even when blessed with the gift of powerful magic.
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        An adventurous young witch. An exiled warlock seeking revenge. An ordinary human barista who doesn’t even suspect witches exist. What could possibly lead to them crossing paths?

      

      

      

      When Maya discovers an ancient spell that can transport her to the human realm from her kingdom, she is thrilled to go on a journey to discover a new world.

      The last thing she expects is that her secret travels can not only endanger her life, but threaten her whole kingdom too.

      Of course, she could just stay in the safety of her home and never use the spell again.

      But there's a certain someone in the world of humans whose smile affects her like some mysterious, unknown magic.
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      Maya sneaked out of her room, shutting the door behind her with the softest click. She tiptoed down the hall, avoiding the sections of the floor that creaked. Her parents had visitors in the meeting hall downstairs, and she couldn’t afford to disturb them if she wanted to get away with her plan. 

      Lately, her father had started hosting work meetings at home. It didn’t bother Maya a lot, since she hardly spent time with him, and the vast meeting hall in their mansion was her least favorite place—it was too big, drafty, and uncomfortable for reading. The only thing that worried her was that she’d overheard them talking about closing the portal a few times. 

      The thought sent shivers down her spine, and she clutched the thick leather-bound folio she was hiding under her cape. 

      I need to hurry. I need to learn this spell before they close the portal. 

      She stepped outside and looked around the empty garden. The security guards were changing shifts as they did every day at four in the afternoon.

      Maya didn’t mind their presence anymore. She’d gotten used to their house being guarded, and even to being followed on her rare trips into town. Some of the guards were actually fun to be around—especially Quent with his easy-going personality. His piercing green eyes didn’t hurt either. But she was not in the mood for a chat, even with Quent. She needed to study. 

      Maya sprinted to the far end of their expansive garden. She passed a couple of beautiful gazebos covered in roses and the marble benches by the babbling fountains—usually her favorite places to read. However, today she didn’t want to be seen by anyone, so she headed straight to the old oak tree, her friend from happy childhood times.

      Once there, she gazed around again, tucked the book under her belt, and jumped to grab one of the thickest bottom branches. She hoisted herself up with ease, as she had done a hundred times before, and continued on to the next branch. In a few moments, the foliage completely hid her. 

      Maya sat on a wide branch, leaned against the trunk, and pulled out the ancient book she had smuggled out of the house. A large black feather marked the page she was on.

      Maya opened it. Tucking the feather behind her ear, she started reading.

      Envisage the destination. You need to see it clearly. You need to hear it. You need to smell it. Use all your senses. 

      Holding your amulet in your right hand, lift your left hand and cover your eyes. Imagine you are trapping the image of your destination in front of your eyes, leaving it no chance to escape. 

      Read the incantation. 

      “Hesede loufe, wesebe choume. Fosilue veroye.”

      Maya’s lips moved as she read. She repeated the spell until she’d memorized it. 

      Should I give it a try? Am I ready? Maya let out a long breath, her lips quivering.

      She reached in her pocket and retrieved a black tourmaline crystal. She ran her thumb along the ridges of the rectangular-shaped jet-black stone, and her breath steadied. Schorl was one of the most powerful amulets she had. It had always resonated with her vibrations more than any other did. That was why, when she needed to pick an amulet for traveling to another realm, she had no doubts about which to choose. 

      Maya placed the feather back between the pages and closed the book. She shifted on the branch, making sure she was seated firmly. Clutching her amulet in her right hand, she closed her eyes and covered them with her left palm, focusing on the vision of the quiet, well-lit place with long rows of books. 

      “Hesede loufe, wesebe choume,” she uttered.

      A gust of warm wind brushed against her face. It grew stronger, rustling the oak leaves and throwing locks of Maya’s long, burgundy hair in her face. Keeping her eyes closed, she pressed her back against the trunk and dug her heels into the branch. The stone in her clenched fist grew warm. 

      “Fosilue veroye.”

      The wind stopped, giving place to silence. 

      Maya inhaled the musty air and held her breath. She took her left hand off her eyes and felt the soft surface she was on. She smiled. It was a carpet. 

      Maya opened her eyes and looked at the tall bookshelf in front of her. Her smile grew wider. 

      I made it! I got to the Hunters Land without the portal! 
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        * * *

      

      Maya listened to her parents talking on a bench below her tree in the garden, unaware that she was sitting in her favorite hiding place. They always knew when she was a kid, of course. Her father lost count of the number of times he had to bring her down from the tree branches using his magic, because she refused to go inside. Maya had always been a rebellious spirit. 

      But now, when she was 220 and on the verge of entering the Higher Magic Academy, her father, Chief Judge Morse, would never imagine his talented and intelligent daughter eavesdropping on his conversation. 

      “But we need the portal, Marcus. We need the resources.” Maya’s mother rubbed her forehead. 

      “It’s too dangerous, Teria. I can’t allow it. You know he’ll be coming for us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t risk my family, Teria. He’s a warlock I sentenced to exile—angry, humiliated, and craving revenge. He’ll return.”

      “I wish you would have retired years ago.” Her mother shook her head. “None of this would have happened. We would have moved to the islands. Lived there peacefully.”

      “Stop it, Teria. It’s not about us. It’s about the interests of the kingdom. And Maya needs to study. There’s no way I would have gone to the islands and left her here alone.”

      “You’re being overprotective, Marcus. She is a young adult, and she has her own life. Well, at least she needs to have one.”

      “She is in danger. We all are. I’ll talk to Queen Semona tomorrow, and we’ll find alternatives to silver. But the portal has to be closed, for our sake.” Her father’s tone left no room for argument.

      Maya’s mother sighed and twisted to face the tiny goldfish chasing each other in the fountain by their bench. The central statue in the fountain depicted a young woman with long, wavy hair. The silver figure wore a cape clasped at the neck by a moonstone brooch.

      Silver and moonstone. The two powerful resources enhancing their magic. The two resources their land would lose forever if her father and the queen decided to close the last portal to the human realm. 
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        * * *

      

      Chris unlocked the door to the coffee shop and flicked the light switch. The cozy space of his workplace filled with warm orange light—a pleasant contrast to the gloomy and chilly October morning outside. 

      He walked across the room, threw his keys on the counter, and put his laptop on a small table behind the bar. He turned on the coffee machine, hung his coat on the hook on the wall behind an artificial tree—one of the several that adorned the interior—and headed to the kitchen to grab the milk from the fridge.

      He liked to come to work early. He used the thirty minutes he had all to himself to prepare the workplace and have his cappuccino in peace, while he checked the latest comments on his YouTube channel. 

      He prepared the first coffee of the day, all for himself, and opened his laptop.

      Before he could take a sip, he glimpsed movement behind the bar.

      Startled, he jumped. Nobody ever came to the coffee shop so early, and if they did, he would have heard the bell above the door.

      Chris sprang to his feet. A young woman stood in front of the bar. How had she appeared there suddenly?

      The girl stared at him, her large brown eyes, framed by thick, long lashes, wide open and filled with fear. Her full lips trembled, and she gawked at Chris as if he was Bigfoot or the devil himself.

      “Good morning,” Chris managed to mumble. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you come in.”

      She looked about his age—early twenties—and she was beautiful. However, there was something different about her. It definitely wasn’t her burgundy hair because that wouldn’t surprise anyone these days. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, but she looked as if she just came back from a photo shoot. 

      The clothes, Chris thought. That’s what’s strange.

      A knee-length wine-colored cape was wrapped around her shoulders, revealing sand-beige capri pants underneath that ended just above her soft leather boots with floral ornaments embroidered on them. 

      Cosplay? Or maybe a movie is being filmed nearby, and I totally missed it as usual? Chris cleared his throat and attempted to sound more confident. “Can I get you anything? Today’s special is pumpkin spice latte. Everyone’s favorite this season.” He gave her the best of his wide grins, but the girl didn’t even blink. 

      “Um … or maybe a cappuccino then?” 

      The corners of her lips curved, forming a shy smile. She even let out a sigh and blinked a couple times, as if she finally sensed that he posed no threat and she was in a safe place.

      “I was looking for a library,” she said. 

      Chris parted his lips to suck in a breath. Her voice sent a wave of overwhelming comfort and warmth through his body, drowning him in the feeling and making him forget where he was for a few moments. 

      “It’s the next building,” he whispered. “Ahem … the big building to the left. The city library. This is a coffee shop.” He winced at his last words, and heat suffused his cheeks.. 

      “Thank you.” She smiled, gazing into his eyes. 

      Chris could not utter a single word. Instead, he picked up his untouched cappuccino and handed it to her. 

      Her eyes grew wide in surprise as she was accepted the drink, and golden sparkles scattered across her brown irises. Chris caught himself thinking that he wanted to keep looking into those eyes forever.

      His phone buzzed next to his laptop, pulling him out of the strange hypnosis. 

      “Excuse me,” he muttered, spinning away from his peculiar visitor and reaching for his phone. He picked it up and muted it without even glancing at the screen. When he turned back to the shop, there was no one behind the bar. 
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        * * *

      

      Maya stood in her garden with a cup of cappuccino in her hands, still dazed by what had happened. 

      After all her successful travels to the library using the spell, how had she ended up somewhere else?

      She also couldn’t believe she’d brought a strange drink from another world home.

      How was she meant to sneak it inside unnoticed? Of course, she could make it disappear with a simple click of her fingers, but the heavenly smell rising from the small opening in the lid stopped her. She had never tried that drink before. 

      She knew what it was, having read enough books about the Hunters Land and its inhabitants. In theory, she knew all about their habits and routines. 

      But this was the first time she had a real interaction with someone. And it was definitely the first time a human had given her something. That something smelled better than any of the candles in her room or any of the herbal teas they drank in Vinona. 

      Somehow, she needed to hide it from the security guards and, of course, her parents. 

      She held it under her cape and started walking toward the house. The cup was still warm, but it didn’t burn her fingers.

      Good thing I landed here and not on the tree. 

      Giggling at her own thoughts, she strode past two security guards chatting quietly near the front entrance. Maya held her head high and tried her best to look confident. 

      “Hey Maya! Everything all right?” Quent appeared from around the corner and hurried to catch up with her when she was almost at the door.

      “Of course.” Maya realized she sounded too cold and borderline arrogant, so she forced a smile. “How are you?”

      “I’m good, thanks. Gonna have a couple of days off. It’s my birthday tomorrow.” He grinned, causing the dimple on his right cheek to appear.

      That dimple always made Maya’s heart skip a beat, and today wasn’t an exception. 

      “What’s that weird smell? Have you been experimenting with new potions?” He scrunched up his nose, and Maya’s pulse quickened. She clutched the cup tighter and tensed. What lie would he believe? She parted her lips to agree with him, but he continued, “By the way, my brother finally managed to do that green fire trick you taught him. He’s so proud! Almost burnt down dad’s shed, but we restored it before he got home, thankfully.”

      Maya chuckled. Quent’s little brother was a cute kid, and she had enjoyed teaching him magic tricks, since she had no siblings of her own.

      “I promise to teach him something less destructive next time.” She smiled. “And happy birthday, Quent, if I don’t see you tomorrow.”

      “Oh, about that. Would you like to come to my party? We’re having a picnic at the lake, and a lot of the guys you’ll be studying with at the Academy will be there.” 

      “Sounds nice.” Maya nodded.

      “I’d be thrilled to see you. It’ll be fun. No presents needed.” Quent grinned.

      “Come on, what kind of birthday is it without presents? Those who come without them should be turned into worms. I promise to see to that personally.” She pressed her lips into a tight line, trying hard to contain her laughter. 

      “You’re the best, Maya. Have a great day, and be careful with those potions.” He raised his eyebrow, pretending to be serious. 

      They both burst into laughter. 

      “See you tomorrow, Quent.” Maya pushed the heavy front door open. 

      The house welcomed her with silence and a faint aroma of herbs. Maya puffed out a breath and relaxed her grip on the paper cup under her cape as she climbed the stairs to her room. 
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        * * *

      

      Chris looked around the coffee shop to check he wasn’t forgetting anything.

      Lights in the kitchen off, coffee machines off, got my phone, got my laptop. I guess that’s it. 

      For the last couple days, he’d been feeling a bit out of it. He kept forgetting things, confusing orders, and accidentally deleting important emails. He couldn’t shrug the memory of the mysterious red-haired girl, but he was starting to think that it was a hallucination. How else could he explain her appearing from nowhere and then vanishing into thin air along with his cappuccino? 

      Chris kept telling himself that he imagined the whole thing. He needed to rest more and actually sleep at night, instead of making new videos and promoting his YouTube channel. 

      I could understand feeling like this if I had a hangover, but I don’t even remember the last time I had a drink. 

      Lost in his thoughts, he locked the door to the coffee shop, slid the key in his pocket, and turned to face the street. A girl with dark-red hair stood in the middle of the road, staring at the taxi driving at her with no visible intentions of slowing down.

      Within a split second, his instincts kicked in. Chris darted into the middle of the street, yanking the girl’s arm as the car was about to hit both of them. They landed heavily on the sidewalk. The hard concrete crushed his bag where he kept his laptop against his back, causing an unpleasant crack, while the girl fell against his chest and knocked the air from his lungs.

      The girl stared down at him with wide eyes and curled her fingers into his shoulders.

      Regaining his breath, Chris cleared his throat. “Ahem … Do you mind? I think we need to get up.”

      She released her grip, blushing. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      “No! I’m just worried about my laptop. I mean … are you okay?”

      She nodded, clambering off him. Chris covered his groin with both hands as her knee inched dangerously close to stepping on it. 

      She paused on all fours, and Chris sprang to his feet and extended his hand. “Here, let me help you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I am, thank you. I’m sorry. I hope your … thing … is all right.” She took his hand, and clambered to her feet, her warm touch working its way through his body and scrambling his thoughts.

      “I’m fi—” He looked up from his groin and followed her gaze to his computer bag. Raising his free hand, he massaged the back of his neck. “Oh, my laptop. Yeah …Of course. I’m sure it is. Don’t worry. It’s not like my whole life is on there.” A nervous chuckle followed, but he covered it with a cough. “It’s just a thing, anyway. What matters is that you’re safe. Why were you standing in the middle of the road? Those taxi drivers are absolutely crazy, you know.”

      “I … um … I don’t know. I was just confused. I’ve never seen … I mean … Never mind.” She dropped his hand and gazed at her body. With a trembling hand, she brushed the dust from her clothes. 

      “Why don’t we go inside and have a coffee? What do you say? On the house.” Chris gave her an encouraging grin. 

      “Thank you. You don’t happen to have any herbal teas, do you?” She raised her head to meet his gaze. Although she forced a smile, her bottom lip wobbled.

      “As a matter of fact, we do. Not the most popular thing among customers, but we still offer it.”

      Chris double checked there were no cars coming their way, and they quickly crossed the street.

      He unlocked the door and tapped the light switch on the wall. 

      “Come on in. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll turn on the machine and check our tea selection.” He did his best to sound as encouraging as possible while resisting the urge to pull out his laptop and inspect it. “I’m Chris, by the way.”

      “Maya.”

      “Not sure I’ve heard that name before. Are you from here?” 

      “Um, no. I’m … visiting.” 

      “That’s cool. Do you like it here?” Chris bent to retrieve a wooden box with a tea bag selection sorted into compartments. “Here’s what we’ve got. Have a look.”

      Maya’s eyes widened as she gazed at the contents. “Any chance you’ve got chamomile?”

      Chris filled the kettle with water before looking in the box. “Let me see. Yeah, here. Chamomile and honey.”

      Maya nodded while climbing onto one of the bar stools. “That would be perfect. Thank you.”

      “Sure.” He placed a white porcelain cup in front of her. “Where are you from, Maya?”

      She bit her lip. “It’s … um … very far from here. I’m not really sure you’ll have heard of it. I mean, I’m sure you won’t have, actually.”

      “Okay. If you say so. I used to be pretty good at geography back in school, though.” Chris turned away from her to make his coffee and rolled his eyes. 

      An awkward silence filled the room. 

      The boiling kettle let out its last puff, and its light switched off. 

      Chris poured the steaming water over the tea bag in the cup. Unsure of what to say, he handed Maya the TV remote control. “Here, you can turn this on, if you want. Take your mind off things.”

      She held it with both hands, gazing at it with fascination. 

      It’s as if she’s never seen a remote control, Chris wondered.

      “Here, let me do it.” He pressed the power button. 

      The evening news came on. The newscaster was giving updates on the mayoral election campaign.

      Maya sat up straighter and glowered at the TV. She pointed at the close-up of the leading candidate on the screen with a trembling hand. “Who’s that?”

      “It’s Rob Howard. Looks like he’s gonna be our new mayor. The guy’s definitely got some charisma.”

      Chris poured his coffee and set it on the bar in front of him. He glanced at Maya. Her face was pale, her eyes were wide open, and she had her hands clasped in front of her mouth. She glued her gaze to the screen as the mayor-to-be confidently repeated his promises to turn the city into heaven on earth. 

      “I have to go. I’m sorry,” Maya said, her voice muffled. 

      “Is everything all right? Did I say something wrong?” Chris glanced at the screen and then turned to Maya again.

      But the seat behind the bar was empty. 
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        * * *

      

      Maya couldn’t sleep. She sat crossed-legged on her bed, surrounded by a hundred burning aromatic candles. She could have easily made herself fall asleep with a simple spell, but she needed the time to think. 

      Since she returned from the coffee shop in the Hunters Land, two conflicting thoughts occupied her mind.

      She couldn’t get the face from the news out of her head. Every time she closed her eyes, she would see Forus Balds, the enemy of the kingdom and of their family. Apparently, he was an important political figure in the human realm. 

      Should she tell her father what she had seen? On the one hand, the information was important. Her father was the Chief Judge of Vinona who signed the verdict exiling the deceitful warlock from their Kingdom forever. Her family would be the first target should Forus come back for revenge. On the other hand, Maya wasn’t ready to reveal her secret of sneaking out to the other realm. Her father was loving, yet extremely strict at the same time. If he learned Maya was going to the Hunters Land, she risked getting locked up for at least a couple hundred years. The thought sent shivers down her spine. 

      Maybe he isn’t coming back, Maya thought. After all, he’s going to be a mayor there. From what I’ve read, that’s a pretty high rank. Not like a king, but definitely on the level of Chief Judge.

      However, Forus was dangerous. He broke pretty much every rule of the Witchcraft Code, and he was obsessed with the idea of starting a war against the humans.

      Maybe that’s exactly what he’s planning. And then he’ll come for us when he’s done with the humans. 

      Maya buried her face in her palms and let out a frustrated moan. What do I do?

      The image of a young guy with slightly disheveled dark blond hair and blue eyes came to her mind. Whenever she thought about Chris, she smiled, and a strange tingling ran across her body.

      She’d only seen the guy twice, yet she felt safe and protected when she looked into his eyes. She had experienced nothing like it before.

      When he had pulled her away from the middle of the road, it took her a while to realize that he had actually saved her life. She had been too fascinated by the sight of the car heading toward her.

      Why did he save me, if all humans are as evil as they teach us? Maya uncrossed her legs and stretched. All right, I guess he doesn’t know I’m a witch, but still … Something tells me he has no intentions of burning me alive. 

      Since she was a kid, she’d been fascinated by the scary tales about humans. They portrayed the humans as monsters—as evil beasts—who tortured witches, burning them alive until the last survivors of their kind had to run to a different realm to save their lives. They founded the Kingdom of Vinona, where they planned to live happily ever after, free from persecution and violence. But there had always been members of their kind who wanted revenge. 

      Vinona’s general policy was to live and let live. They still kept up to date with what was happening in their former home, studying the development of humanity and their technological process while using a few portals to return for resources that helped and strengthened them. Most of the natural resources were available in Vinona. Besides, they had magic on their side, which was a great substitute for the technological progress of the humans. But there were some things that made practicing their magic easier. Silver, moonstone, and a few other minerals were among the items that witches from Vinona used to procure from the Hunters Land. The Vinonians had used them for hundreds of years, at least until Forus Balds started preaching his extreme views on “getting back what was rightfully theirs” and exterminating the human kind. 

      As Maya thought of the human kind, Chris’s face appeared in her mind again. His wide-open eyes as she lay on top of him on the sidewalk. His smile that sent a wave of warmth through her veins. The way his skin felt as he was handing her the remote control. She had to figure out what was so special about that guy. She had to go back. 

      Or maybe she had to talk to her parents first. 

      Maya groaned and flopped back on her bed, grabbing one of the cushions and hugging it tight. 
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        * * *

      

      Maya stood behind the door to the sitting room, peering through the cracked opening. She came downstairs to talk to her parents, but couldn’t find the courage.

      Her father and mother sat by the crackling fireplace, each lost in their own thoughts. 

      So far, Maya had learned that the latest news from the Vinona agents in Hunters Land were distressing. Forus had won the election. The hard decision had to be made, and Queen Semona would announce her final ruling in two days. 

      “You know that I’m on your side no matter what,” her mother said. 

      “I know, my love. I also know that you don’t like this and are worried. But the last thing I want is to worry about you or Maya. You two are my world, and that’s exactly why I have to do this.”

      Her mother sighed.

      “It’s the only right decision. You heard the agent’s report today. He’s getting more and more powerful in that realm. I’m sure he has an army of followers by now,” her father continued.

      “I know. It’s just …” Her mother bit her lip.

      “Just what?” Maya’s father turned to her mother and raised his eyebrows.

      “We can’t keep running forever, Marcus.”

      “We’re not running, Teria. We’re protecting our home.”

      Silence filled the room again. 

      At least I know now that Father is aware of Forus’s whereabouts, Maya thought. Maybe I shouldn’t tell him anything.

      However, Maya couldn’t chase away one thought.

      Her father assumed that the only way to travel to the human realm was through a portal. Closing the last portal, in his mind, would keep them safe from Forus. 

      But Maya knew of another way of traveling between realms—she had used it several times. 

      The question was, who else knew about the secret spell?

      Maya glanced at the door in front of her and shook her head. She wasn’t ready to confess. Not yet. She didn’t know how father would react, but in case he found a way to counter the spell and stop her, she had to go back to Hunters Land one final time. She wanted to see Chris. 
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        * * *

      

      Chris stood in front of the coffee shop, taking a moment to admire the Halloween window decorations his friend painted a couple days before. It was six in the morning, and the chilly October wind played with his scarf, urging him to rush inside. But Chris didn’t mind the cold. He would spend the entire day in the warm comfort of his workplace, so he figured he’d get some fresh air first. Besides, he’d loved Halloween since he was a kid. Pumpkins, black cats, candles—they all contributed to the enveloping coziness of the season. 

      With today’s weather, pumpkin spice will definitely be everyone’s choice, he thought.

      “Hi, Chris.” The voice behind him made him jump.

      He spun and let out a nervous laugh. “Oh. Maya. Hi. Do you always appear out of nowhere?” 

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” Maya wrapped her black cloak around her, pulling it tight.

      “It’s all right. Wanna come in?”

      “Sure. If you don’t mind. I’m sorry I disappeared last time. I really had to go.”

      “No problem. I understand.” Chris turned the key in the lock and let Maya in ahead of him. “Although, you know what, I don’t.”

      “Huh?” She glanced over her shoulder.

      “I don’t understand how you manage to appear and disappear within a second. It’s been driving me crazy. I was actually thinking of seeing a specialist.” Chris looked straight into her deep brown eyes.

      “Um, okay. I see.”

      “Look, I can explain everything.” She bit her lip. “But I don’t know if you will believe me.”

      “You won’t know unless you try.”

      “Fair enough.” My instincts are telling me I can trust you, and I always follow them. They’re my strongest ability.” Maya’s lips curved and she nodded. However, uncertainty still flickered in her gaze, not completely overshadowed by her eagerness.

      She took a deep breath and said, “I come from a different world.”

      

      Chris tilted his head to one side. “Something tells me that you don’t mean a different part of the world, right?”

      “No, I don’t. I mean a different realm.”

      “Okay …” Chris rolled his eyes.

      “I know it must sound crazy to you. I’ve read many books about your world. You guys don’t believe in magic. You are even afraid of it.”

      “Well, as for me personally, I’m not. Not afraid, I mean.”

      “Really?” Maya’s eyes widened. 

      “To be afraid of something, you have to acknowledge its existence first. Then you need some solid grounds to suspect it might be harmful to you.” He shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong, but I don’t feel any danger coming from you.”

      “I could turn you into a cockroach with a snap of my fingers,” she planted a hand on her hip. “I mean … not that I’m going to. You’ve done nothing wrong, and I don’t do those things just for fun. But I could.”

      Chris grinned. “Well thank you for not turning me into a cockroach. It’s my lucky day I guess.”

      For a split second, she tensed, and her eyes grew dark. Her right hand twitched at her side, and she opened her mouth, about to say something, but closed it again.

      Do they not understand teasing where she’s from? Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. Chris shuffled on the spot and massaged the back of his neck. He was about to apologize and explain himself when Maya’s expression softened.

      “It is, in fact, your lucky day. You’re about to learn things you couldn’t have even imagined.”

      “Go on then, enlighten me.” He smirked and sauntered over to his workplace to flick on the coffee machine. “Would you like a coffee? Or a chamomile tea?”

      “Go on then,” she echoed, following him to the bar. “What do you recommend?”

      “Last time I was about to make you a cup of tea, you disappeared. Let’s try a coffee today. I definitely need something to pep me up.”

      “All right.” Maya climbed onto one of the bar stools. “Thanks for that coffee the first time, by the way. It was … interesting.”

      Chris threw her a quick glance and rubbed his jaw. “Interesting?” 

      “Somewhat bitter, but sweet at the same time. Strange combination. I have never tried it before.”

      “You have never had a cappuccino before?”

      “I’ve never had any coffee before.” She shrugged. “We have different drinks in Vinona.”

      “In what?” Chris paused with an empty cup in his hand. 

      “The land that I’m from. It’s called Vinona. It’s a kingdom that was formed hundreds of years ago by witches fleeing your realm.”

      “Witches? Seriously?” Chris wrinkled his nose and leaned against the countertop. “So you are a witch. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I am. Everybody is in my kingdom.” 

      Chris opened his mouth, then he shook his head, sighed, and turned to face the machines.

      “Of course. Now it all makes sense,” he mumbled, placing the cup in the coffee machine and pressing the button. 

      “Are you being serious or sarcastic? It’s hard for me to read you for some reason.”

      “What do you mean, ‘read me’? Are you trying to say you can read my thoughts?” He spun back to her.

      “No. Well, not without a certain spell. But I can read energy, emotions, and feelings.” She shrugged. “I think you’re confused, but something is blocking me from properly sensing what you feel.”

      “I’m grateful for that ‘something’ then. I don’t appreciate being ‘read,’ you know.”

      “There’s nothing bad about it. Again, I’m not snooping around in your thoughts. I’m feeling and understanding your emotions and intentions. Well, trying to. Usually I’m much better at that.” She ran her hand over the bar, drawing random patterns. “But in any case, it can’t cause you harm. On the contrary. It would help me understand you more and interpret your reactions correctly. Makes communication much easier—and more peaceful.”

      “So is that your superpower? I mean, your magic?” Chris tapped the pitcher with frothed milk on the countertop. 

      “It’s one of my stronger abilities. And the usual elemental magic, of course.”

      “Of course,” Chris scoffed. “By the way, that was pure sarcasm, in case you’re wondering. Sorry. Couldn’t help it.”

      “It’s all right. I don’t mind sarcasm. It’s harmless.” Maya shrugged.

      Chris poured the coffee into two cups. “What is elemental magic?”

      “I use the elements of nature. Utilize their properties and their power.”

      “Show me.” He slid her cup over to her. 

      “Thank you.” Maya closed her eyes and inhaled the aroma. She let out a hum of approval. “I think I’m starting to like this. Is it the coffee addiction everybody in this world keeps talking about?”

      “A bit too early for an addiction to form, I think.” Chris chuckled. “Don’t dodge the question.”

      “I’m not. And technically, it wasn’t a question. Do you have any candles?”

      “Sure. There’s one on each table.”

      Maya twisted on her seat to look. “Oh, yes, I see. Okay. Here you go.”

      All the candles lit up simultaneously, and Chris gawked at the room.. He froze for a moment, then shook his head and blinked several times. 

      “This is … what the … how did you do it?”

      “I told you. I’m a witch. This is normal where I come from, and that’s a simple thing to do. There’s more complicated and powerful magic, of course. Like getting here. Took me a while!”

      “And I would like to hear more about that, considering you didn’t use the portal,” said a voice from behind Maya’s back. 

      Maya jumped and Chris’s jaw fell slack. He gaped at Rob Howard, the mayor-to-be, who had appeared from nowhere and stood a couple steps from Maya, eyeing her closely. 

      Maya glanced over her shoulder and paled.  She twisted back to face Chris, her shoulders squared and her jaw tight. “What do you want from me, Forus?”

      “Just dropped by to say hello to an old friend. There’s not too many of our kind here. We should stick together.”

      “We’re not friends, Forus. What do you want, and how did you find me?”

      “We didn’t have to be enemies either. But your father is a stubborn mule, and you’re a silly little girl. Did you think you could sneak in and out with no one noticing? I have my people watching the portal. I knew every time you came here. But then you stopped, and I heard rumors that your dear father and his crowned friend were going to close the portal to keep me out. I knew there had to be another way. Thank you for finding it.” He straightened his tie. “Now, tell me. How did you get here?”

      Maya raised her head higher and said, “You still haven’t told me how you found me.”

      “I’m the one who’s asking questions here!” He snarled. 

      “Are you getting any answers, though?” Maya scoffed. 

      Her pupils grew wider and darker. In a split second, flames roared to life on the bar, consuming the countertop. A heatwave hit Chris’s face, and he recoiled, smashing his back against the coffee machine. 

      A stream of water from above crashed onto the counter, dousing the flame in an instant and splashing everywhere.

      Chris wiped his face, and when he regained his vision, Maya was standing on top of the counter. She had her back to him and her arms raised over her head.

      A gust of wind swept out of nowhere and transformed into a small tornado above their unexpected visitor’s head. The man stood still, tilting his head back and grinning at the whirlwind. 

      “Do you really think that you can challenge me, girl?” Laughing, he spread his arms wide, then reached above his head, as if grabbing the whirlwind and tugging it toward him. The storm started following his hand movements, shrinking in size and lowering to his eye level. He snatched it from the air and, with a smirk, threw it over his shoulder toward the window.

      Chris covered his head with his hands and ducked, bracing himself for the impact. But nothing followed. When he straightened, Maya was still standing on the counter, her arm extended toward the balled tornado that hovered inches from the glass. With a snap of her fingers, it vanished.

      Forus folded his arms across his chest, his cockiness giving place to a scowl. “Enough. I don’t have time for these childish games. You’re nothing but a spoiled kid with an over-inflated ego, Maya, and you’re going to tell me how you got to the Hunters Land. Now.”

      “Or what?” Maya placed her hands on her hips. “You know what, even if I did, you might have a problem with hearing the answer.”

      Thousands of cockroaches burst from the walls, filling the room. They clung to every surface, crawling over each other to give the impression the room was alive and breathing.The insects weren’t moving randomly, though. The dark brown stream flowed toward Forus, climbing up his legs and covering his body in seconds to crawl into his ears, nostrils, and mouth. 

      He waved his arms frantically, temporarily disarmed by the unexpected attack, and Maya jumped behind the counter to grab Chris’s hand. 

      “We need to go. NOW.” 

      Before he could open his mouth, she pulled him close and held him tight. 

      Everything went dark. 
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        * * *

      

      Maya stood at the door to her father’s office, gathering the courage to knock. She had been standing there for a few minutes, rehearsing her speech in her mind.

      As she took a deep breath and raised her arm, the door opened. 

      “Hey princess. Want to come in? You’ve been standing there for a while.” Her father smiled behind his thick black beard, but deep concern also shone in his eyes. 

      Heat rose in Maya’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you, but I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

      Keeping her gaze down, she walked into the office and headed to the large leather armchair in front of his desk. 

      “I’m sure it is. I could sense your anxiousness a while ago.” He chuckled, following her. “What’s bothering you, Maya?”

      She glanced up as he sat in his chair behind the massive oak desk and tilted his head to the side.

      Maya sighed. “I have a confession to make.”

      He raised his eyebrows and waited for her to continue. 

      Wringing her hands together in her lap, Maya swallowed and said, “Father, I have been going to the Hunters Land.”

      Her father tensed and gripped the arms of his chair. “How? And why?”

      She glanced away, not daring to meet his gaze as goosebumps covered her skin. “Um … I used to go through the portal. But then I overheard you talking to Mother about closing it.”

      “And?” 

      “And I decided to find another way.”

      “What do you mean, another way?” Her father was suspiciously calm, which made Maya shrink even more. All of a sudden, she was a little girl again, awaiting punishment for her never-ending mischiefs.

      She bit her lip and continued, lowering her voice to whisper, “I may have found a spell.”

      “You may have found a spell?” Her father’s voice rumbled across the room. 

      “Um … yes. I found an old book in the library. An ancient one. There was a spell. I … I can go to the human realm without a portal.”

      Silence ensued, causing Maya to shift uncomfortably in her seat and interlace her fingers even tighter. 

      “Go on. Have you used it?” her father asked.

      “I have. Several times.”

      Her father blew out a heavy sigh, and Maya dared to look at him. He was glaring at her, his nostrils flared, and his eyes were darker than usual. She searched for a shadow of a smile underneath his beard, but couldn’t see any. 

      “And why did you decide to tell me about it today?” 

      “Because I came across Forus.”

      “What?” Her father sprang to his feet. 

      “I mean, he came across me. I mean … he might have stalked me. He’d been watching me. I had no idea, Father.” 

      Maya threw another shy glance across the desk, only to find her red-faced father leaning on his fists and panting. However, his eyes didn’t show any anger. Although Maya had trouble with reading the people she genuinely cared about, here she couldn’t be mistaken. Her father was terrified. 

      “What did he do?” His voice broke, and he cleared his throat. “What did he do to you, Maya? Has he hurt you?”

      “No, I’m all right. He tried, but I countered his attacks, and then we escaped.”

      She winced at what had slipped out of her mouth and bit her lip. 

      “What do you mean, ‘we’?” Her father straightened, crossing his arms in front of him. 

      “I might have brought … a friend …” Maya mumbled.

      “What friend? Who was going there with you? Don’t tell me you took Marissa along? She is just a kid! What’s wrong with you, Maya?”

      “No, Father, of course I wouldn’t take Marissa with me! He’s not even—”

      “He? Did you say he?” The notes in her father’s tone were downright menacing. 

      “He’s a human from the Hunters Land. I couldn’t just leave him there at the mercy of Forus.” Maya closed her eyes, preparing for the worst. 

      “You brought a human to our world? A hunter? To Vinona?”

      “Father, he’s not a—”

      “Don’t you dare interrupt me!” He slammed his fist on the desk hard enough that every item on it jumped. 

      “What’s happening here?” 

      Maya turned to see her mother standing in the doorway, watching them with concern. 

      “An emergency, Teria. A true disaster.” Her father collapsed in his chair with a deep sigh, rubbing his forehead. “Our daughter has committed treason against the Kingdom.”
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        * * *

      

      Maya sat in her room next to the bed, looking at Chris’s unconscious body. 

      He’d been lying there for hours, since she brought him to Vinona and locked the room with a spell while she confessed to her father.

      Conflicting emotions battled inside her. There was guilt for having kept the secret from her parents. There was fear of what would happen now. There was pride in having the courage to retaliate against Forus, one of the most powerful and evil warlocks of Vinona.

      Maya reached over and smoothed Chris’s hair back off his forehead. When he didn’t react, her shoulders slumped with her sigh and she retreated to her spot. Despite all of her attempts, Chris wouldn’t regain consciousness. No potions had an effect. She had tried everything, even asking her parents for help. Although, they were both infuriated by her unprecedented deed and sent her away to her room, which they sealed with a protective shield that was too powerful for her to tamper with. She couldn’t go out, and she could barely practice any magic inside either. 

      She sat there in silence, contemplating the reasons and consequences of her actions.

      Chris stirred on the bed and opened his eyes. 

      “Where am I?” His voice was muffled. 

      “Oh, thank Goddess, finally!” Maya jumped to her feet. “Are you all right?” 

      “I don’t know. Am I?” He tried to sit up, but fell back on the pillows with a moan. “I feel so weak, and I have a splitting headache.”

      “It’s okay. It will pass.” Maya did her best to sound confident, although she did not know if or when it would. She reached out to hold his hand, but hesitated now he was awake. Drawing her hand back to her side, she sat down again so she wasn’t towering over him. 

      “What happened? Where are we?” Chris cautiously rolled his head to the side to look at Maya, wincing in pain. “Ouch. Even my eyes hurt.”

      “You’re safe. You’re in my home.”

      “How did I get here? I can’t remember anything. There was fire … and then water … and cockroaches. God, that was disgusting. Where did they come from? We had an inspection just a couple of weeks ago. The place was clean.” 

      “I had to stop Forus—or at least deter him. He’s too powerful for me to stop him.”

      “Why do you keep calling him Forus?” Chris wrinkled his forehead.

      “Because he’s not who you think he is.” Maya sighed. She got up off the floor and started pacing back and forth. “Forus is an exiled warlock. He is pure evil, and he broke pretty much every law of Vinona. That’s how he ended up in your realm.”

      “A warlock? Isn’t that like another word for a witch?”

      Maya stopped and glared at him. “No, Chris, that’s not another word for a witch. Never call a witch that. It’s an insult.”.

      “Thanks for the tip, but I rarely hang out with witches. At least I didn’t use to, until recently.”

      “He’s a criminal. I think that’s the word your people would use.”

      “But instead of putting him in prison, you kicked him out to our place, so he could mess things up there, right? Very smart.”

      “We didn’t kick him out to your place. He was sent out of Vinona forever without the right to return, but he could have gone anywhere.” Maya shrugged. “Not our fault he chose Hunters Land.”

      “Is that what you call my world? Hunters Land? God, I can’t believe I’m even saying this out loud … ‘my world’” Chris shook his head, but the action caused him to screw his eyes shut, grab his head, and moan.

      “My ancestors had to leave your world because people were hunting them and burning them alive. They had to run for their lives.” Maya placed her hands on her hips. “They found another world and made it their home. It’s somewhat similar to your realm, but different at the same time. Even time flows differently here.”

      Chris cracked his eyes open. “So everyone here—in whatever you called it—is a witch?”

      “Yes, we’re witches. We are happy and safe here in Vinona. But there are some—black sheep I believe is what you would say—who can’t find peace. Their minds are consumed by thoughts of revenge, like Forus. He’s always wanted to start a war. A war against humans, and a war against the Kingdom, since Queen Semona did not support his desire to destroy Hunters Land.” Maya shook her head. “He doesn’t represent the Kingdom, believe me.”

      Chris’s entire body tensed, and he balled his fists at his sides as worry flooded his gaze. “Destroy? Are you serious? Can he do that?”

      “Well he’s got the magic your people don’t have. And there are certain resources he has unlimited access to in your land that make our magic more powerful. I’m afraid he’s gotten a following too.” She rocked back on her heels and twirled a strand of hair around her finger.

      “This is crazy. I need to do something about it.” 

      “Like what? What can you do?”

      Chris tried to push himself upright, and Maya hurried to stop him. “Wait, don’t get up yet, you can—”

      Chris landed on the floor with a thump. She rushed over to him, grabbing his shoulders and helping him roll onto his back. 

      “My legs aren’t working. What the hell happened to me?” Chris’s gaze darted around the room. His wide eyes were full of despair.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I think it happened when we transferred to my world because you’re not used to it. I haven’t ever brought anyone with me, so I wasn’t even sure the spell would work on both of us, but I had no time for doubts. I couldn’t just leave you there.”

      Maya leaned over Chris, looking at him with concern. As she was about to pull away and get up, he placed his hand on top of hers on his shoulder. 

      “You tried to save me. I mean, you probably did, so thank you. I do appreciate it. I’m just very … confused.” 

      His touch filled her with peace and warmth. Waves of energy entered her body through the tips of his fingers, and that flow was all that mattered at the moment. 

      She kept looking straight into his eyes, and the urge to lean closer grew. Lowering her face, her burgundy locks brushed against his shoulders. She closed her eyes and followed the invisible force drawing her forward until Chris’s breath swept over her parted lips. 

      A sudden knock rapped on the door. Maya jumped, opening her eyes and pulling her hand away from Chris. She sprang to her feet and turned to the door. 

      “Who is it?” Her voice quavered.

      “It’s Quent. Is everything all right, Maya?”

      “Um … yes. Why?”

      “I was sent to check on you. Can I come in?”

      “I’m not sure you can. There’s a—”

      The walls of the room shook and became transparent for a second, then a bright green light filled the room, and the door opened. 

      As Quent stepped over the threshold and shut the door behind him, everything returned to normal. 

      “How did you … the shield … I don’t understand,” Maya muttered. 

      “There’s no time. I’m here to help, so let’s go. The portal hasn’t been closed yet. We can still make it.” Quent dashed toward them, extending his hand to Maya. “Come with me. I’ll get you out of here.” 

      Chris scrambled back until he hit the bed. Reaching up, he hooked his arm over the mattress and heaved himself to his feet, not once taking his gaze off Quent.

      Maya stepped forward, blocking Quent’s path to Chris. “What do you mean, get out of here? How did you get past the shield?”

      Quent pinched the bridge of hi nose. “Do you have to be so stubborn, Maya? I said, I’m here to help.”

      “I didn’t ask for your help. My father said—”

      “If you listened to your father in the first place instead of sneaking out to the human realm behind his back, none of this would have happened.” Quent crossed his arms. “Come on now, be a good girl and do as I say.”

      “So it was you spying on me! All this time, you knew. You watched me. You are one of Forus’s people, aren’t you?” Maya clenched her fists. 

      “I don’t have time for this, Maya. Grab your human toy and come with me. Now.” Quent made a slight circular motion with his right hand, as if throwing an invisible lasso over Maya’s shoulders. His magic tightened around her waist, pinning her arms to her sides, and he held his left hand, a ball of fire forming over his open palm. “He’ll maybe even get to live, if you listen to me.”

      He yanked his right hand back. Maya stumbled and fell on her knees.

      “Let her go.” Chris snarled, barely standing upright on his shaking legs.

      With a sinister laugh, Quent flashed them a dangerous smile. “Or what, you silly human rat? What exactly do you think you can do?”

      He swung his left arm and shot the ball of fire at Chris. 

      Quent’s shift in focus loosened the lasso around Maya. Jumping to her feet, she dispersed his spell with a wave of her hand and caught the blazing ball. The second her fingers touched it, it turned into a shining blue ball of ice. She hurled it back at Quent, hitting him between the eyes. As he crumbled to his knees, holding his bleeding nose, Maya snapped her fingers to freeze his body in the awkward pose. 

      She grabbed Chris’s arm. “Let’s go!”

      She pulled him close and held him tight, moving her lips fast as she whispered the spell. 

      Nothing happened. 

      Maya clung to Chris, desperately repeating the spell over and over, to no avail. Exhausted and desperate, she pressed her face into his chest and sobbed. 

      The shield limited her magic. Quent could somehow penetrate it, but once he was in, the shield was on again. She couldn’t do anything.

      “Hey, hey. It’s all right. Everything will be all right.” Chris held her close, pressing his lips against the top of her head. 

      “I can’t do it. I can’t take us back, and I can’t hold him like this much longer. Besides, who knows how many others are out there? I don’t know what to do.” 

      “We’ll figure it out.” Chris stroked her hair gently. 

      “It’s all my fault. I put you in danger, and now my family and my kingdom are in danger too. Because of me.” Maya dragged the back of her hand over her eyes and sniveled, but new tears fell in an instant. She convulsed against Chris, curling her fingers into the material of his shirt and clutching him tighter.

      Quent moaned, and Maya flanked at him from Chris’s embrace. His limbs were softening as the freezing spell faded. 

      Quent straightened and stretched his neck. Blood dripped down his chin. He snarled, raising his right arm. “You’re gonna pay for this, you spoiled little brat.” 

      The walls shook, and the room filled with light. 

      Quent froze with an ugly scowl on his face.

      “No, you are going to pay for this, you piece of sludge,” Maya’s father thundered from the doorway.

      He stepped into the room, followed by several guards. 

      “Are you all right, Maya?” His thick eyebrows were drawn together, but concern filled his gaze more than anger. 

      “Yes, Father,” Maya mumbled. 

      “Let’s get you two out of here.” He glowered at Quent’s frozen body. Jerking his chin in Quent’s direction, he glanced at the guards. “Boys, clean up here.”

      Then he raised his hand, pointed at Maya and Chris, and snapped his fingers. 
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        * * *

      

      Maya sat on a bench in a spacious gazebo, clutching Chris’s hand, their fingers interlaced. She looked around.

      Lush garden surrounded them. On the massive table in front of them sat a bowl of fruit and a brass jug with five goblets next to it. Across the table, her mother spoke quietly to Queen Semona. 

      She stopped talking and they both turned in Maya’s direction. Her mother furrowed her brow. Dark lines circled her bloodshot eyes, and she slumped in her seat.

      Queen Semona threw a quick glance at Chris, curiosity shining in her blue eyes. She smoothed the strands of her blonde hair back and then nodded to Maya.  “Good day, Maya. Would you like to introduce your friend to us?”

      “This is Chris, Your Majesty.” Maya squeezed his fingers lightly. 

      “Hello.” He smiled.

      “My name is Semona. This is Teria, Maya’s mother. I don’t believe you have met.” Queen Semona gestured to Maya’s mother, raising a hand covered in rings.  

      “We sure haven’t. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

      “I suppose all this must be quite a shock for you. It was for us.” She raised her eyebrow with a smirk. “Chief Judge Marcus, Maya’s father, will be joining us any minute. He just needs to take care of some business.”

      “Is everything all right?” Maya’s eyes widened. “He saved us and brought us here. I thought that he—”

      “He’s fine, don’t worry.” Her mother shook her head. “He has to deal with the traitors first.”

      “So it wasn’t just Quent? Who else?” Maya bit her lip.

      “Of course it wasn’t, Maya. Forus has got quite an army of followers.” Her father appeared out of nowhere, landing on the bench next to her mother. He grabbed a goblet while wiping his forehead with the other arm. “There’s a lot to investigate, but we need to deal with the urgent issues first.” He took a swig of the drink and slammed the goblet on the table. “Your Majesty, I’m afraid he might be here already.” 

      Queen Semona folded her hands in her lap and sat up straighter. “I thought so. He sneaked in right before we sealed the portal, I suppose?”

      “Looks like it. He’s hiding now, but we’ll find him. It’s just a matter of time, since he can’t go back. No one can, except for this young lady.” He glared at Maya with a mixture of anger and pride. 

      “Is there anything I can do? Can I help somehow?” Maya straightened, holding her head up high, while squeezing Chris’s hand even tighter.

      “The best thing you could have done was to stay out of trouble.”

      “I hate to interrupt, Chief Judge, and I do understand your frustration, but we need to decide what to do now. What’s done is done.” Queen Semona shrugged. “At least, there is a chance of keeping your daughter safe.”

      “What are you suggesting, Your Majesty?” Her father faced the queen. So did her mother. 

      Maya tensed, holding her breath. She threw a quick glance at Chris. His gaze darted between her parents  and his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay. Trust me,” she whispered in his ear before returning her attention to what was happening across the table. 

      “My opinion is that Maya needs to go back—with her friend, obviously.” Queen Semona gestured in Chris’s direction. “She needs to go now, from here, so there is no chance of anyone following or tracing her. And I’m afraid she’ll have to stay there until we figure out everything. Otherwise, she is in danger, and considering she is the only one who knows the secret spell, she will put the entire kingdom in danger too.”

      Maya froze. Her mother worried her lip, and twisted her hands together. Her father rested his chin on his fists, staring out into the distance.

      “I understand it’s a hard decision to make,” Queen Semona said. “However, a decision needs to be made. One that works for the interests of the kingdom and of your family.”

      Her father nodded. 

      Her mother cleared her throat. “Your Majesty, how long do you think it will take?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have an answer to that, Teria.” Queen Semona sighed and shook her head. “Forus and all of his followers have to be found. We must make sure the kingdom is safe.”

      “But once it’s taken care of, how will we get our daughter back, if all the portals are sealed?” Despair filled her mother’s eyes. “We’ll have to use the—”

      “I’m afraid it’s not possible,” Queen Semona said. “It’s safer for everyone if Maya is the only one who knows the spell. We’ll just have to … find some other way.” 

      “That doesn’t sound very reassuring,” her mother muttered. 

      Queen Semona reached out and placed her hand on Maya’s mother’s shoulder. “Believe me, I understand what you feel, Teria. But too much is at stake.”

      A tear trickled down her mother’s cheek. 

      “I have to agree, Your Majesty. The last thing I want is to send my daughter away.” Maya’s father squeezed her mother’s hand. “But I see it has to be done.”

      All three of them turned to look at Maya. Her lips quivered, and her eyes filled with tears. The decision was made, and she had no other choice. 

      “But I want to be with you. I want to be at home. I want to help …” Maya’s voice broke. 

      “I know, Maya, but help us by staying safe. We’ll send for you when this is over.” Her father gazed at her, putting on a brave face. 

      “But how? Can I at least tell you how to—”

      “No!” all three shouted simultaneously. 

      “Maya, this place is safe, but I still insist we take precautions. Do not talk about the spell with anyone. Anywhere. Ever. Do you hear me?” Her father frowned. 

      “Yes, Father.” Maya sniffled.

      “Maya, I promise we will find a way. We’ll find you and let you know it’s safe to come back.” 

      “Okay …” Maya whispered, struggling with the lump in her throat. 

      “Can you transport yourself and your friend back to the human realm from here? Do you need anything?” Queen Semona asked. 

      “I guess. It was hard for Chris, but he recovered.” Maya glanced at Chris. His complexion paled, and he tightened his grip on her hand, crushing it painfully. Despite that, she squeezed back in reassurance. “I can do it without anything now. And the book is hidden in the—”

      “Stop.” Her father raised his hand. “All that matters is that it’s hidden.”

      Maya nodded. 

      “I’m afraid we’re running out of time.” Queen Semona wrapped her arm around Maya’s mother, who had been crying silently throughout the entire conversation. “Maya, you and Chris will have to go now. I’ll give you a moment to say goodbye to your parents.” She stood up. Her mother and father followed. 

      Maya got up too, letting go of Chris’s hand. She walked over to her parents, and burst out sobbing as soon as her mother embraced her. Her father hugged both of them tight, resting his lips on the top of Maya’s head. 

      “We’ll come for you, Maya. We’ll get you back. I promise,” her mother whispered through tears, pulling back from the embrace and holding Maya’s face in her hands. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too, Mother.” Maya covered her mother’s hands with hers. “I’m so sorry.”

      Her father squeezed her shoulder. “Everything will be all right. I promise. Do you trust me?”

      “Of course I do, Father.”

      He patted her on the shoulder. “Now, go.” He turned and pointed at Chris with a stern expression. “You. Take care of my daughter.” 

      Chris stepped forward. “Yes … sir.” He cleared his throat and said with more confidence, “I will.”

      Her father responded with a curt nod.

      Maya looked at her parents once again, capturing their image in her mind. Then she turned around and took Chris’s hand.

      “Let’s go.” She pulled him close. Holding him tight, she pressed her face into his chest and whispered the secret spell. 

      In a second, they both disappeared.
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      Dear Diary,

      I’m not ready for this, not at all. Of course, it doesn’t matter what I’m ready for, life is throwing it at me anyway…literally.

      After our father vanished, mom moved Holly and me to a town called Paladin, TX where everything is just a bit…more. I thought California was on the cutting edge, but we hadn’t seen anything yet and this house is out to prove it to us.

      Maybe Angie—a Texan version of our fairy godmother—will be able to help us get settled with the Hellhound and the new magic we discover.

      Please send help,

      Phaedra
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      “Come on, fall weather, where are you? I need cool weather, a warm fire, some hot apple cider, spiders and their webs, ghosts, witches, pumpkins, comfy socks, and snuggling up on the couch with a good book. I’m sick of this tank top and short-shorts weather.” Shadows of the scraggly leaves on the tree dance softly across the mailbox as if to mock me. I’m tempted to wrap the bottom of my shirt around my fingers in order to pull the metal box open, but the rust on the clip helps me decide against it. 

      As I begin thumbing through the gathered mail, I feel a tickle on my other hand. Eyes widening and heart beginning to race, I turn my hand and shriek, shaking it madly to get rid of the spider web wrapped around my fingers. There’s no sign of the guilty spinner. Heart still pounding, I close the mailbox and head back toward the house, shaking my shoulders and limbs with the heebie-jeebie after-effects of spiderweb contact.  

      “You okay?” Holly asks as I step inside the kitchen.

      I look at my little sister and nod. “Spider web.” 

      Holly snorts at that. “They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.” I echo her as she goes on. “Besides, you’re never more than six feet from a spider.” 

      “Shut up,” I add. “Next time, you get the mail.” Tossing the pile of mail onto the table, I head for a cold drink.

       “Fae, stop!” Holly says suddenly and with urgency, making me freeze in my spot. “There’s a spider on your back,” she adds in a hushed and horrified whisper. 

      “Get it off! Get it off!” I cry, going from my terrified, frozen stance to dancing around as if my clothing is on fire and trying to reach different spots on my back blindly.

      “Gotcha!” Holly says and smirks as I spin round to find her with her hip leaning against the table for support, her knee on a chair for balance, and her phone aimed at me and recording my spider dance. 

      “You b— Witch!” I growl out, lunging for the phone, but I miss as Holly lifts her other hand and shoves an ancient-looking cream-colored envelope in my face. 

      “It’s got your name on it.”

      “Mine?” I’m surprised at that. I take the envelope Holly calmly hands me and run my finger over the blood-red wax seal showing a wavy ghost figure. Then, I turn it over to see the fancy calligraphy of the single word: Phaedra. “Who do you think sent it? It doesn’t have a stamp; they would have had to put it in the box themselves.” 

      Holly shrugs, brushing her shiny mass of black hair back from where it has fallen over her shoulder. Even in a ponytail, the spiral curls drape over her shoulder or flow down her back.

      Of course, my hair is stick-straight until it reaches just below my ears, then gives a lazy attempt at curls, which succeeds in just making it a frizzy mess. I can’t help subconsciously mimicking her, only my hair is light brown and cut into a pixie cut, so there is nothing to brush back. Holly catches the motion and smirks at me. My style is new, and I’m still getting used to having less than half of the hair I’d had before. Holly had tried to talk me out of getting it so short, but I needed to separate myself from my old life, even if it was in something as simple as a haircut. I divert my attention to opening the envelope. “It’s an invitation to a Halloween party.” 

      “Oh, can I come, too?” Holly begs. “I haven’t been out in weeks, thanks to this!” She points at the cast on her lower left leg. She might be younger and have better hair, but Holly seems to also have a clumsy gene lately, proven by her trip down a set of steps at a movie theater a week before our move.

      I skim the invitation. “Plus one. Yeah, you can come.” 

      Holly bites her lip. “I might still be on these at Halloween.” 

      “We’ll figure out some kind of costume for us both,” I assure her. The creative portion of my mind turns on, running through what is available to work with in our home. “Maybe we can make you into a peg-leg pirate or something.” 

      “Not nice, Phaedra,” our mom, Christina, says, coming into the kitchen and setting her briefcase down. Holly just laughs. 

      “Mom, it’s an honest option,” I point out. “Or I could do a zombie and just let her drag it all night.”

      Mom crosses her arms and raises a single eyebrow, signaling the onset of ‘in trouble’ mode. Yeah, Holly is eighteen, and I’m twenty, but we respect her enough to still fear the punishment. 

      “It’s actually not a bad idea,” Holly quickly defends me. 

      “That is not a viable option. Dragging it around will not help with the healing and may actually make it worse. Plus, what if you fall? You have plenty of time to make a decision since it’s only September,” Mom points out. “For now, there are chores to do. Dinner won’t cook itself, and the laundry still needs to be done.” 

      Holly and I both roll our eyes at the same time, and she laughs at our reactions. “I’m kidding, girls. I know you both have been working hard to get this place in order while I work.” 

      Holly relaxes with a grin. “I was trying to figure out how I was supposed to drag a basket full of laundry downstairs with these.” 

      “I’ll help you do dinner, and Phaedra can do the laundry,” Mom suggests. “Let me just go shower and change, then you can include these with the laundry.” 

      “Fine, I’ll make sure I have everything from upstairs, too.” I finish sorting through the rest of the mail after folding the invitation and sliding it back into the envelope. 

      “Thanks, I’ll owe you some laundry chores once I’m better,” Holly promises as they head for the cupboard to see what they can round up to make for dinner. 

      Mom works hard at the new office job she’s taken, and we are old enough now we don’t have to worry about high school anymore. Holly is taking a year off from school in between high school and college, and I had decided college just wasn’t for me. 

      I head upstairs, figuring I have enough time for one game while mom showers and changes into more comfortable clothing. Within minutes, I’m absorbed in one of the only constants in my life. It is exactly the same as it was before our father left us, it remained the same as mom informed us we would be moving to follow her new job, and it is still the same now as I settle into life in the small Texas town of Paladin. It’s such a big change from the California city life I grew up with. 

      A knock sounds on the door, and mom sticks her head in, smiling when I turn to face her. “I’m all finished,” she says. “My clothing is all in the hamper in the bathroom.” She looks relaxed now compared to how she went to work. Her dark-brown hair is still damp from her shower and loose from the French twist she had it in when she left for work. She’s changed into a set of pajama pants and a matching sleeveless top; a lot more relaxed than the beige business suit she’d worn to work.

      “Okay, let me just save my place, and I’ll get the laundry started.” 

      The sound of grumpy cursing from downstairs drifts up to us just then, and Mom sighs. “I’d better check on her.” 

      “Whatever she’s doing, it smells good,” I offer before turning back to my game to save it. 

      “That’s a good sign,” Mom points out, and we both laugh before she hurries back downstairs. 

      I finish saving my place, then rise and grab my hamper. After adding the clothes from the hamper in the bathroom to mine, I head to Holly’s room to finish gathering clothing. “It’s amazing how many clothes there are here when you haven’t been anywhere,” I grumble, knowing she can’t hear me. 

      Bending down, I pull some black material from under the bed. “Any further back, and I would have missed you,” I tell the material. Yes, I talk to inanimate objects; don’t you? Holly prefers bright clothing—the sparklier, the better—so this black fabric raises my curiosity. I stand upright from my bent position and hold the material out, letting it fall open to see what it is. I feel my eyebrows rise as I stare at a not quite sheer, floor-length, long-sleeved dress which I happen to be holding by the skirt. 

      “You’ll work for a witch or vampire,” I tell the dress, tossing it into the basket and going for a couple of mismatched socks. One day, she’s going to give me a heart attack by keeping her room clean. I head downstairs backward, dragging the heavy basket with me, one step at a time. The drag-thud sound carries down to Holly and mom. 

      “You sound like me!” Holly calls out from the kitchen. 

      “What, like a gimp?” I tease as I clear the last step and look over my shoulder to see our mother grinning as she looks at Holly’s phone. Immediately, I know what she’s looking at. “That had better not go beyond this room,” I threaten. 

      Holly uses the tongs she is holding to make a ‘cross my heart’ sign then goes back to flipping the garlic bread, so it will toast on both sides.

      “Mmhmm,” I tell her with a wry face and a raised eyebrow before I inhale and pull the overloaded basket toward the basement steps. Once downstairs, I begin throwing the clothing onto the floor into piles by color. “Holly!” I call up the steps as I reach the black dress and look for washing instructions but find no tag. I don’t want to wash it if it is supposed to be dry clean only.”

      “What?” Holly’s voice echoes down to me.

      “Girls, don’t yell. Phaedra, wait until you come upstairs to talk to her unless it can’t wait,” Mom commands before I can ask how to wash the dress.

      Wadding the dress up in my hand, I grumble as I trudge back up the stairs. “How do you wash this, Holly?” I ask, letting it fall open to display what it is.

      Holly straightens from watching the garlic bread toast in the broiler. “Um, with the darks, I guess. How should I know?”

      “I found it under your bed, so I figured you’d know.”

      “I can’t picture her wearing something like that,” Mom points out. 

      “Not mine,” Holly adds. “But it would look great for Halloween.”

      “That’s my thought,” I say, guessing it was somehow left over from the previous owners of the house, which we didn’t know much about. We bought the house mostly because it came fully furnished, after all. I smile. “Can I use it, then?”

      “Sure, I don’t want it.” She looks back at the bread, gasps, and rushes to pull it out of the oven.

      “Darks it is,” I mutter. 

      “Just wash it in cold water and then hang it to dry,” Mom says, “it won’t fade or shrink.”

      “Sounds good,” I agree. By the time I get back to the kitchen after starting the first load, the spaghetti which Holly had been cooking is ready, and all thoughts of the dress go away as I dig into the first forkful of pasta goodness.
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      After dinner, I switch the laundry. As Mom had suggested, I remove the dress from the load and put it on a hanger, hanging it on a bar built into the rafters of the ceiling above to air dry. 

      Flicking the light switch to the off position as I climb out of the basement, I find Holly is nearly finished loading the dishwasher, and mom has already gone up to her room. “Want to look up some costume ideas?” I ask. 

      “Sure, it will be good to put my cast up,” Holly agrees. 

      I shake my head at my willful younger sister. “You are going to make it stay on longer if you don’t follow the doctor’s orders.”

      Holly gives me a wry smile. “I know. But, I want to help out, too. You can’t do everything.” 

      I reach over and rustle her hair as Holly starts the dishwasher. “You are, even if I tease you, saying you don’t. Come on.” We head upstairs and soon are engrossed in sites for creative ideas for costumes. A couple of hours pass, only interrupted by trips down to switch laundry and grab snacks. We both are yawning by the time the last load has been folded. 

      “I’m heading to bed. We can look for more later,” Holly says, trying and failing to hide her upset over the fact there weren’t any good costumes for people using crutches. I have been sensing it since I first read the invitation, and it only increased with each costume that wouldn’t work.

      “Okay, goodnight,” I say. 

      After shutting down my computer and getting ready for bed, I sink gratefully between the sheets, flexing my toes against the soft material. Within seconds, I fall asleep, dreams of pleasant fall weather and fun Halloween things filling my mind. 

      At some point, the dream changes, and I find myself walking with a group of women into the woods. The moon is full, so I’m able to see almost as well as during the day. The women seem to be in a good mood, laughing softly and making little dancing steps as they move through the trees. Their gowns flow around them, as does their hair. I think it is pretty how the gowns of all styles contrast against the darkness and how some of them have things such as flowers or pretty stones woven into their hair. I feel hands take mine. Two happy young women around my age are smiling at me as we walk together. 

      “It is all about the intent and not the words used,” the woman with wild, red ringlets says. I somehow know this woman is from an earlier time period and not from America. Her accent is thick, and her style of dress are the best clues. 

      The other woman wears her dark hair in a long braid and has a pinafore over her dress, though all of it is either black or a very dark blue. “The first-born position is important,” she tells me, her voice thick with a southern drawl. 

      “I’m the first born,” I say aloud—and in my dream—waking myself up. I rub my eyes and discover I’m in my room, and it’s still the middle of the night. The dream hadn’t scared me. I felt safe while in the woods with the women, almost as if they were protective spirits. 

      I want to snuggle back into my pillow and drop back to sleep, but I’m parched. I reach for my water glass, only to discover it’s empty. Grumbling, I stand and pad barefoot down to the kitchen. Strategically placed night lights make it easy for me to find my way without turning on any lights. 

      I touch the refrigerator door and hiss as a shock goes through my hand from the metal of the door. One thing I hate about the end of the year is I always develop static electricity. So far, I haven’t found anything to help it, so I carefully touch it again, and this time, the static is gone. Squinting against the glare of light from the inside, I let the door swing open then back toward me. A muffled squeal escapes me, and my back arches away from the cold, plastic shelf touching a portion of bare skin, one of the disadvantages of a camisole top. However, the heat of the rest of the house makes the skimpy top necessary, so I deal with it. A split second of shocked touch becomes a grateful reprieve from the heat. As I close the door, I swear a black shape rushes across the kitchen and toward the basement. “Get a hold of yourself,” I whisper-grumble to myself and head back upstairs to bed. 

      After downing over half the glass of water, I settle back into my bed with a contented sigh. It doesn’t take long for me to grow tired enough to sleep again after reading a few pages of the romance novel, so I mark my place and turn the light off. As I roll back onto my side, the shadows move over by the window, and I freeze, waiting to see if it happens again. Nothing. “You’re being stupid,” I tell myself, letting my eyes close and drifting back to sleep.

      This time, my dreams are odd little snippets of things, nothing making much sense. Glimpses of blurry shapes traveling over water, a full moon in the sky with clouds passing in front, snow on the ground, and a bonfire. One stays with me, however, as I dream of Holly. There’s an impending sense of danger where she’s concerned, and in my dream, I tell her she must be careful and to stay close. I can hear her arguing with me as I enforce this by wrapping her snuggly in bubble wrap held closed with duct tape. 

      “Phaedra!” she calls out, and I fearfully shush her, but she calls me again. I open my eyes, and I’m back in my room. I try bringing my breathing under control then her voice reaches my ears. It wasn’t in my dream! I rise from the bed, hurrying to her room. 

      We both squint as I turn on the overhead light. It’s all I can do not to laugh at her. “How in the world?” I ask, even as I begin untangling her. She’s wrapped securely in her sheets and hanging halfway between the bed and the floor. 

      “I have no idea, but I can’t even move my arms,” she complains. 

      By the time I have her free, we both are laughing uproariously at the situation. “At least I didn’t film this,” I tell her, helping her back onto the bed.

      “What is going on?” mom asks, appearing in the doorway. 

      “My sheets attacked,” Holly says in all seriousness. “Truly, mom.”
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      The next morning, Holly and I are in the kitchen cleaning up after mom left for work when I hear a thud from the front of the house. It is followed by someone cursing, then more thuds and a surprised yelp. Holly and I rush to the front, ready to help someone or defend our home, depending on the situation. Well, Holly goes as fast as she can with the crutches, which I do have to admit is pretty fast since she’s had lots of practice with them. 

      I fling the door open to see a young woman trying to wrestle a very large pumpkin up the steps. She braces it against her legs and waves one arm to me to help her. “You have the wrong address. We didn’t order that,” I tell her as I step onto the porch. I find myself going down the stairs and helping her lift it even as I’m telling her it most likely isn’t ours. I do a quick peek back at the door to see Holly there on her crutches, eyeing us as she waits to see what will happen.

      “I thought it would look good on your porch. You don’t have any fall decorations up,” the woman says, smiling at me even though her face is covered in sweat from her workout with the pumpkin. “You don’t owe me for it. I grow them.” 

      “How did you get it here?” Holly asks, looking around. 

      I do the same, but I don’t see a car or truck which looks out of place from the other cars we usually see. 

      “I brought it on the wagon. Do you think I rode it here or something?” she asks and begins to laugh wildly at her own joke. 

      “Not unless you have some mice hidden in your coat pocket,” Holly tells her with a grin, making her laugh even harder. “You know, to pull the carriage the pumpkin turned in to.” 

      “I’m definitely not Cinderella,” she responds, laughing softly. “And it’s way too hot for a coat most of the time in South Texas, though not always.” She fans herself with her neon-orange tank top. It hangs loosely over her well-worn jeans and plain white tennis shoes. “I’m Angie, short for Angelique.” 

      “Well, Angie, short for Angelique, who is not Cinderella, you definitely could pull off Merida with all of your gorgeous hair,” Holly teases her. I must admit my sister has a point. The girl could play Merida for sure. “Come inside and have a cold drink with us once the two of you get the pumpkin settled. I’m sure Mom won’t mind us having it since we didn’t pay for it.” 

      “Does your mom not like you guys decorating?” Angie asks as she gives the pumpkin a huge shove with a muttered curse under her breath. It goes rolling up over the final step and then around and around, almost like a coin settling after being sent spinning. The pumpkin has to weigh at least fifty pounds, so where she gets the strength to move it by herself, I have no idea. 

      Holly stands there with her jaw hanging open, and I’m certain I must look the same way as we watch the pumpkin finally settle flat onto the porch. It lands perfectly in a corner where everyone walking by can see it, but it is out of the way of the door and the steps. 

      “Now, if we could get some different-colored leaves, we could make this area real pretty,” Angie says, dusting her hands off by hitting them against each other. She beams at us. “I would love a cold drink. Do you have any Coke? My favorite is Dr. Pepper.” 

      “I think we have some soda,” Holly answers and maneuvers herself back inside, allowing us to follow her in. I copy Angie’s dusting her hands off while I internally crack up over the ‘Coke versus soda’ language. It is something I used to talk about with friends on social media. I loved when our little group contained people from other countries, and we could argue which term was correct for what. 

      “What’s funny, Fae?” Holly asks as she pulls a Dr. Pepper from the fridge and hands it to Angie, then spots my smile. 

      “Ah, I’m just recalling talking about the differences in terms by region, especially in other countries.”

      “Yeah, that’s fun. I tried explaining ‘biscuit’ to a girl from England once,” Angie says with a snicker. Holly and I laugh as we picture how it went. 

      “Don’t even get me started on the clothing differences,” I say, knowing full well it will start a conversation about it. It’s like one of those ‘don’t look now’ moments when the person can’t stop themselves from looking even though you’ve just told them not to look. 

      “But exchanging things with people from other countries is fun,” Angie tells us. “Have you ever done that?”

      Holly and I shake our heads, and Angie describes a famous brand of cookie, which comes from Australia and is hard to find in the United States. She sent some of the U.S. candy over, and the person sent some of those cookies in return. 

      “I bet they were all melted by the time they got here,” Holly’s expression is disgusted as she mentions the thought of melted cookies. 

      “Yep, but a few days in the fridge took care of the problem,” Angie assures us. 

      “If I had yummy cookies, they wouldn’t last a few days. Those suckers would be gone, and I would be licking the chocolate or whatever off of my fingers before finally washing my hands.” 

      Angie laughs hard at my words. “I’m picturing the scene. And while you are licking your fingers, someone knocks on the door, so you don’t know what to do.” She mimics having chocolate-coated hands and looking helplessly at the door then back at her hands.

      I nod. “I bet it would totally happen.” 

      Holly hands me a glass of iced tea, and Angie notices. “Ah, already picking up some Texan, eh?”

      “We drank this in California, too,” Holly points out, sipping at her own glass of tea. She has a lemon wedge on the rim of her glass, and I almost gag. I like lemon but not in my tea.

      Angie nods. “So, what brings you Californians to Texas?”

      “Following Mom’s job,” I say quickly, sitting down at the table with my tea. “Holly, get your foot up.” 

      “Yes, Mom,” she teases and sits down across from me, propping her leg on the other chair and leaving the last one for Angie. 

      I gesture to it. “Have a seat, please, and cool off.”

      Angie smiles and sits down with us. “Are you comin’ to the party?”

      “Oh, was it you who left the invitation?” Holly asks. 

      She nods. “I dropped it off with the others.” She sips her Dr. Pepper then sits back, pressing her back against the hard wooden back of the chair. “Ah, this feels so good. So, do you have costumes picked out already?”

      “Well, kind of,” I say as Holly says no. 

      “Do you need some help?”

      “Are you a miracle worker?” Holly knocks wryly on her cast to the Shave and a Haircut rhythm.

      She snorts. “Do you really think I’d be shoving huge pumpkins around if I could work miracles?” 

      “Point taken.” Holly pauses. “Unless you like doing that kind of thing.” 

      I stare at her, and she shrugs as Angie laughs and polishes off her Dr. Pepper. 

      “Well, let’s put our heads together and see what we can come up with. Question, if your cast was resting on something that rolled, would you be able to maneuver?”

      Holly nods emphatically. 

      “She needs something steady.” I look at Holly after I say it, and I see her face fall. “I’m sorry, Holls. But, I don’t want you to hurt yourself worse.” 

      “It’s understandable,” she whispers. Her eyes trail to Angie. “It shouldn’t roll.” 

      Angie nods. “Why don’t we see if there’s anything to work with here in your house already?”

      “I’ll get the dress.” I rise from my chair and go down the steps to the basement. I grab the dress and begin climbing up the stairs, not listening to the little voice in my head saying I need to pay attention to things. ‘If Angie is willing to help, I’m not going to turn her down,’ I argue with myself internally. In response, I see scenes of coming back upstairs to find Holly lying dead on the kitchen floor in a pool of her own blood. Angie appears hunched over her with a large knife clutched in her hand, and she lets out a maniacal laugh my brain supplies the sound for. I realize Holly and I let a complete stranger into our home. Panic adds speed to my feet as I climb the last few steps in a rush. My heart is pounding harshly, and my breath catches in my throat as I top the last step to find Holly sitting at the table still working on her tea and Angie at the sink, rinsing out her can, so it doesn’t attract as many bugs. They both turn to look at me as I gasp, and the air suddenly starts moving again. 

      I hold up the dress. “Got it. Those stairs are a killer.” My statement is met with silence. “So, I was thinking either a witch or a vampire with this.” I spread the dress out so they both can look at it.
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      “Most of Jacinda’s belongings should still be here,” Angie tells us. “Have you been up in the attic yet?” 

      In answer, Holly taps her cast again, while I simply shake my head. 

      “Well, you probably have a treasure trove up there. We could go up there now if you want. I’ll help you, Holly.”

      “If we go slow, I can make it,” Holly promises. Before I know it, we are following Angie upstairs. I hang back with Holly. “Think we should have let her inside?” I whisper quietly. “We don’t know anything about her except she gave us a pumpkin.” 

      Holly glances up the stairs then back at me. “It’s too late now. If we wind up murdered, it will be my fault since I invited her in,” she whispers back. 

      “Well, I didn’t stop you,” I point out. 

      “I could have killed you both in the kitchen,” Angie calls down from just inside the attic. “…If I wanted to. Lots of deadly stuff in there.” Her sentence is followed by laughter which Holly and I try to echo without showing how uncomfortable we are with the topic. We hear things being moved around as Holly navigates the last of the steps up to the attic. By the time we get there, she’s sweating buckets and breathing hard. 

      “Have a seat,” Angie tells her, gesturing to some wooden boxes she’d moved to make a seat for Holly, including one for her to raise her foot on.

      “This is surprisingly clean for an attic. Where are all the cobwebs and dust?” Holly asks as she sits down carefully. I look around and notice she’s correct. It’s also brightly lit for being an attic. That would be because there are five large windows along one portion of the wall which rises to meet the slanted roof.  

      “It doesn’t really get dusty up here,” Angie says, turning to open a trunk. “Now, let’s see what we have to work with.” 

      Her words somehow put me at ease, even though I realize it sounds ridiculous. What attic doesn’t get dusty? I go to the closest box, opening it to see what is inside. There are very few cardboard boxes up here. Almost everything is made of wood, though there are a few metal boxes. I can tell, by the smell, the box I’ve opened is made of cedar, and I know cedar repels pests. 

      “What’s in that one?” Holly asks from where she’s sitting, going through a smaller box. “Ooh, cookbook. I could use this,” she says, pulling out a thick book with a picture of a stew on the front.

      “Clothing in this one.” I pull out dress after dress from an earlier time period. “These are all too big for you, Holly. Maybe we could take it in and shorten the hem if you decide you want to wear one.”  

      “Maybe we could do something with this,” Angie says, pushing over an old-fashioned wheelchair made of what looks like a woven chair on huge wooden wheels. 

      Holly’s eyes widen as I look at the device. “Reminds me of a haunted house movie. Like it will start rolling o–”

      “Stop right there,” Angie interrupts her. “Remember, words have power even if you are kidding around. You don’t want to bring a spirit in here.” 

      “Good point,” Holly says, sounding chastised. 

      “It is all about the intent and not the words used,” I say out of nowhere, echoing the woman I had seen in my dream. Blinking, I try recalling the dream.

      Holly scoffs. “I don’t intend to invite any spirits in here, so you all can just stay away.” 

      Holly may have been making fun, but Angie is staring me down, and I gulp. After a few seconds of staring, she breaks off, which finally frees me from her spell, and I go to work putting the dresses back in the box. 

      “We can use this maybe,” Angie says a few seconds later, holding up a bolt of silky black cloth. 

      “I’m not a fan of black or dark colors,” Holly explains, gesturing to her bright-purple top with flowers made of sewn-on sequins. 

      Angie nods and puts the bolt of cloth back in place. 

      “What were you thinking with the cloth, though?” I ask. If Angie has some kind of idea of a costume that would work with Holly’s cast, I want to know what it is. 

      “I thought we could give her something where she sits down, but it looks like she’s standing. Like, she could be Charon.”

      “The ferryman of the dead?” Holly asks, reminding me of the story from mythology. I knew the name but was having trouble recollecting which person it was until she reminded me. 

      Angie points her finger at Holly. “Yes. You could sit on a rolling platform but on a high stool, and the robes could cover it up. Then you could use a stick to propel yourself forward.”

      “But then, I could be any character sitting down,” Holly answers. “Maybe I could propel myself with my right leg, and the costume can have fake legs to hide the cast.” 

      I have to make sure she sees the danger in what they are proposing. “That’s fine on a flat surface, but how are you going to navigate steps and other obstacles?”

      Watching the elation go out of her eyes hurts so much. After all, our little family has been through, why can’t we have something good happen? Silence fills the air.

      “What about something that uses either a walking stick or a crutch as part of the costume?” Angie finally says. “Like, you could be a hunchback or maybe a wizard even.”

      “Maybe,” Holly says, trying to be nice. She doesn’t like the idea at all. But the idea does have merit, and I plan on looking up those types of costumes. The three of us go back to our respective boxes, searching to see what treasures there might be.

      Hours of small talk later, we run out of things to talk about. Holly and I know Angie was born in South Texas and loves to eat. I was surprised when she first told us that because she is like Holly and me. Both of us have willowy figures, though I’m taller than them both. Like us, she also loves to listen to 80s music and to read paranormal romance books. By the time we are ready to leave the attic, we’ve gone through less than a quarter of the boxes and sorted those into ‘yes,’ ‘no,’ or ‘maybe’ piles. 

      “Thanks for inviting me in,” Angie tells us as we help Holly off the stairs into the kitchen. “It’s been a fun day, but I really should be going.”

      “We didn’t mean to distract you from what you were doing,” Holly apologizes. 

      The front door opens, and Mom steps in, making me realize how late it actually is as she calls out, “Girls, I’m home.” 

      “Hey, Mom, come meet Angie. Angie, this is our mom, Christina. Mom, this is Angie...uh,” I say, realizing I hadn’t gotten her last name.

      “Price,” Angie supplies.  

      Mom smiles as she comes toward us after closing the front door. When she spots Angie, her smile fades a bit, and she forces a new one on her face. My eyes dart between the two of them. “Hello, Angie,” she says.

      “Nice to meet you,” Angie says softly. 

      “Angie brought us a pumpkin,” Holly says, seeming oblivious to what I’m seeing. 

      “I saw it on the porch. That’s a huge one,” Mom says, her eyes finally breaking free to look at me, and her smile returns to genuine. “What have you been up to today?”

      “We were searching the attic for costume ideas, but there’s a lot left to search through.” I look down at my hands which are still relatively clean. “It’s weird, though. You would think we would be filthy after so long up there.” 

      “Maybe we’re just lucky,” Holly says. 

      “Your family is definitely lucky,” Angie remarks. She looks at her watch. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I really should be going. It was nice meeting all of you.” 

      “Angie?” I ask. 

      “Yes?” 

      “Could we get your number? Uh, in case we need information on the party.”

      She smiles brightly and nods. “Sure.” Taking out her phone, she goes through the menu and then says, “Hit me. What’s your number?” I tell her, and she presses a few keys then my cell phone dings with an alert of a text message. “That’s from me. Now you have my number.” She turns and heads back to the front door. “Have a good night, everyone.” 

      We chorus goodbye to her as the door closes behind her. 
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        * * *

      

      “So, how did you meet her?” Mom asks after Angie leaves, and we are settling into the living room with fresh drinks. 

      “The pumpkin,” Holly reminds her. 

      Mom looks almost as if she wants to argue the point but just says, “It is a nice pumpkin.” 

      “Angie did mention it would look pretty with different colored leaves around it. I agree. And maybe a pinecone or two. I can see if I can find any tomorrow.” Since Mom is okay with the pumpkin, I think it’s a good time to okay the future decorating of it. 

      Don’t get me wrong, she’s not against decorating. It’s just Dad left us at the worst possible time. My job was closing and had laid everyone off. Mom’s job was doing pay cuts to try and keep their employees, and Holly had just broken her foot. After a week without him, Mom received a letter explaining he loved us and always would, but he’d done his job, and it was his turn to live for himself since Holly and I had reached eighteen. Mom discovered she barely had enough money left in her account for us to make this move. In fact, she told us we only were able to get here because she received a moving bonus from her new job just before we left. I offered to find a job, but she told me to wait until we were settled in the new location since Holly needed someone home with her until she could do everything she needed to do on her own. I didn’t even have to tell Mom I would do it, and Mom didn’t have to ask. It just made sense because I didn’t have a regular day job, and she did. 

      So, looking for leaves and pinecones wouldn’t cost anything. She should be okay with it. 

      “I’ll help you look,” Holly tells us both. 

      “Sounds good,” Mom agrees, finishing her drink. “I’m going to head upstairs for a shower.”

      “We know, don’t do anything you wouldn’t do,” Holly says with a smirk which makes me laugh.
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      A few days later, I head into the kitchen in the early afternoon. Holly lets out a deep breath, hopping over to the shelf, which now holds the cookbooks that we had brought down. Yes, we had found multiple kinds. Maybe the previous owner, Jacinda, had collected them. The cast on Holly’s lower left leg weighs her down, but she’s not using her crutches. She’s admitted to me she’s tired of them, and I keep catching her going without. Grabbing the shelf prevents her face-plant into the wall. “Gotcha!” 

      Book in hand, she turns, facing the space between her and the table and obviously not having noticed me. “Here goes nothing,” she says, lowering into a crouch and preparing to make the first hop. 

      “Don’t you dare!” I say firmly. My words make Holly shriek and begin to teeter over. She shrieks again as I leap forward and grasp her arm to stop her from falling sideways. 

      “Phaedra, I was jus–”

      “Just about to break your neck,” I interrupt her, supporting her as she makes the hops to the table. “Sit and tell me what you think you’ve found. Maybe we can surprise mom with something.” 

      “I think this one has recipes for desserts and candies. With Halloween right around the corner, I thought I’d try my hand at one or two.” She flips the book open to peruse the choices. “Ooh, caramel. Should be easy enough.” 

      “Mmhmm,” I sigh. The thought of caramel apples fills my mind, and I can practically taste one. But, I know Holly’s penchant for messing things up, and it affects my tone, making it sound like one of disbelief.

      “Fae,” Holly mutters with a deadpan expression. 

      “Fine, let’s do this. I’ll help you. You are in charge, however. We both know my cooking sucks.” It’s true. Holly may mess things up, but her cooking is still better than mine. I gather the ingredients as Holly reads the list aloud from the book. Once we have everything gathered, she shoves a chair in front of the stove and leans her left knee on it, prepared to start. 

      “Sugar,” she says, holding her hand out. 

      “Sugar,” I repeat, slapping the sugar into her hand, grinning as I picture her saying, ‘scalpel,’ like a surgeon. 

      She laughs at my tone. “Scalpel,” she teases, knowing my thoughts. As we work, we discuss the upcoming Halloween party and the costume we still need for her. The black dress I found will work as the witch costume I decided to go with, but we’re still up in the air on what her costume should be. 

      “I know! We can make a cardboard cutout, and I can be riding a Hellhound.” 

      “Why not a werewolf or a centaur?” I grin at the gleam of amusement in her eyes. 

      “Because Hellhounds are awesome!” She pauses as she reads, still stirring the mix with one hand. “Listen to this. It’s a note in the margin,” Holly starts. “When things are low, and you are in danger, just give this a stir and depend on the anger.” She looks up at me, her eyes full of confusion. “What do you think it means?”

      I shrug. “It could be anything. Maybe someone just needed a piece of paper to write something down, and the book was all they had.” 

      A shape catches my eye as it rises from the pan behind her. She turns her head, and we both watch as the caramel comes out of the pan as if invisible hands are shaping it. I grasp her waist and back away, tugging her with me as the blob grows in size. There is no way it would have all fit in the saucepan, but there’s no stopping it. Heatwaves come from the form as it reaches toward the ceiling then angles down toward us. By the time it’s fully settled on the floor, it has formed four legs, and a big tail sedately waves behind it. The head lifts and splits open, showing a mouthful of sharpened sugar spike teeth. Fire boils in place of the eyes, and there is no visible nose where a dog would normally have one. It reminds me so much of a giant mastiff dog. The head is wider than my hand by far, and the torso is rounded enough to appear muscled but not fat. 

      “Ph-Phaedra,” Holly whines. I keep backing until I hit the table and can’t go any further without turning us away from the shape. We both shriek as it bounds forward and licks her face, the tail now wagging wildly. It’s almost as tall as she is at the top of its head. “Good doggy,” she says cautiously. 

      “‘Doggy?’” I demand, then let out my own shriek as it licks me as well. I thought it would be burning hot, but it’s actually pleasantly warm and smells deliciously like the caramel it is made from. 

      “Oh, come on. You can see the obvious dog shape and the wagging tail just like I can, Fae.” She grins up at me. “Told you Hellhounds are cool.” Looking back at the caramel dog just standing there as if in wait, Holly reaches out, patting the head. “Full name Caramel, but Mel for short. How does that sound?”

      Mel wags her tail at Holly as if to say she agrees and gives her another lick.

      “You’d think we would be sticky after that,” Holly says after giggling. 

      “Yeah,” I agree. “How do you know it’s a girl?”

      “I just do.” She then asks the question that is burning inside me. “What do we do with her?” 

      It’s not like we can take Mel for a walk or into the pet store to get supplies. Speaking of supplies, what would she eat? Dog food or sugar? Does she need water? Are there rules like in the movie Gremlins where we shouldn’t feed her after midnight? 

      “I have no clue,” I admit. Our house is big, so keeping her with us isn’t an issue, but keeping her from being spotted by nosy neighbors is another story. “Do you think we should ask mom?” 

      Holly shakes her head quickly. “Don’t bother her at work. We can’t have her getting in trouble. It can wait until she gets home.” 

      I know there’s only one other person we can ask about something like this. “Angie.”

      “Mom will understand,” Holly mutters to herself as I pull out my phone. I dial Angie’s number and realize Holly had also picked up the tension between mom and Angie when they met. I thought it had gotten past her. It makes me wonder what else she’s picked up on. 

      “Angie, can you come over? We have something to show you.” 

      “Who is this?” she asks and I blush in embarrassment as I realize I just sounded so rude. 

      “Uh, Fae...Phaedra and Holly.”

      “Sure, I’m not far away at the moment. I can be there in ten minutes.”

      “Great, thanks. We appreciate it.” Mel watches disconnect the phone. I hold the phone out toward her, and she seems to sniff it just like a curious dog. “It’s odd to not see a nose here, girl. How do you smell stuff?” I reach out and pat her head, finding her warm to the touch but not sticky. 

      Without warning, her snout changes shape and forms the perfect dog nose.

      My jaw drops open while Holly claps for her. “Oh, good job, Mel!” Mel’s tail waves happily. 

      I maneuver sideways and allow Holly to sit in one of the chairs before collapsing onto another, both of us still staring at the form in front of us. A smell starts to fill the air, and Holly gasps. “It’s burning. Go turn the flame off!” 

      I stand up too quickly for Mel’s liking, and she swivels her head toward me, baring those sharp, stake-like teeth. “Sorry, sorry,” I apologize, slowly lifting both hands to show her my empty palms. “I’m just going over to the stove real quick.” As I step closer to the stove, I notice she’s turning darker, and her skin appears to be bubbling. A rumbling sound comes from her, and I realize she is growling at me. “Holls, she’s going to bite me,” I mutter, freezing in place. 

      “Mel, you must never attack Phaedra or our mom, got it?” Holly scolds her, and Mel stands down, literally lying down at Holly’s feet and putting her head down, peering up at her as if to say she is sorry. Holly reaches down and pats her head. 

      I take advantage of the distraction, slipping over to the stove and turning the fire off. While my back is turned, Mel leaps to her feet, knocking Holly’s chair over and rushing for the door. Deep, booming sounds come from her, which sound an awful lot like a bark. A few seconds of her barks is followed by a knock at the door. I’m still trying to get Holly up off of the floor by lifting her under her arms. “Just a minute!” we both call out at the same time.

      “It’s probably Angie. Go ahead, I’ve got this.” She rights the kitchen chair, puts her good foot underneath her, grabs a leg of the table, and pulls herself up until she can get on the chair. 

      “You are getting really flexible,” I tell her as I go toward the door. “Mel, back. Let me get it. Back! Back! Go to Holly!” I use my body to shove her to the side and crack the door open to see Angie there. 

      “I didn’t know you had a dog,” Angie says, looking at me curiously through the crack of the door.

       “That’s why we need your help. Please come in.” I turn my head. “Mel, get back! Holly, call her.”

      “Mel, come,” Holly says sharply, and the Hellhound quiets down then trots over to her. Finally, I’m able to open the door and let Angie in, but before I do, I decide to try and verify it will be okay. “Angie, how open-minded are you?” 

      “I like to think I am. Why?”

      “Can you keep a secret?”

      “Girl, you have no idea of all the secrets I’m keeping,” she says mysteriously. Something tells me I can trust her, and I throw the door wide open, allowing her entry. She starts to come in, and we both hear the sound of heavy paws hitting the floor. Then, suddenly, Mel is baring her teeth and snarling viciously as she stands in between Angie and me. 

      Angie keeps her eyes on the caramel Hellhound but speaks to us. “What have you done?”
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      “It was an accident,” I say. “We aren’t even sure how it happened.” 

      “I said Hellhounds were cool, and then I was stirring the caramel and read the words in the side margin. It’s my fault,” Holly says tearfully. “It’s not Fae’s fault and...and...what do we do?”

      “Okay, calm down,” Angie quickly stems Holly’s panic. “First off, this isn’t the end of the world. Familiars can actually be really fun.”

      “‘Familiars?’ Aren’t those sidekicks for witches?” I demand. 

      “Well, yes,” Angie answers, raising an eyebrow as she looks at me, and Mel continues to growl and show her fangs. “And it sounds as if it belongs to you, Holly. You’ll need to call it off.” 

      “Mel, come,” Holly says, patting her leg, and Mel backs down, heading back to Holly with one last look over her shoulder. 

      Angie and I follow, except I detour and grab three Dr. Peppers from the refrigerator. I plop down in the chair and dish them all out, watching Angie open hers immediately. “What are we going to do?” The longer I think about the situation, the worse it gets. 

      “Angie, do you really think I’m a witch?” Holly whispers, breaking the serious moment by cracking her can of soda open. 

      “No,” Angie says flatly. “I think you both are.” 

      We stare at her, and Mel thumps her tail against the floor, leaning her chin on Holly’s knee for attention. 

      “If the neighbors find out about Mel, they are going to report us to the news, and then we’ll have a literal witch hunt on our hands,” I say. “Or worse, scientists may want to experiment on us. We need to get rid of it.”

      “Her,” Holly growls under her breath. 

      “‘Her,’” I correct myself, hating Holly is already attached to the thing which was created by a few words read out of a book.

      “We have ways of hiding,” Angie assures us a few seconds later. “Glamours and spells. The first rule is the most important, though.”

      “What’s that?” Holly mumbles. 

      “Don’t panic,” Angie says with a grin. She holds her can of Dr. Pepper up in the air, prompting us to toast with her. Holly and I lift our cans after I pop the top open on mine. “Welcome to our neighborhood, girls.” 

      Her statement is met with silence once we tap our cans against hers. 
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       “So, if you had our situation, what is the first thing you would do?” Holly asks. 

      “First, I am in your situation because I’m helping you with it instead of turning you over to the authorities. Now, I’m just as complicit as you are.” She levels a look at Holly as if asking Holly to challenge her. “Second, I would find out exactly what your Hellhound is capable of.”

      “Don’t they all have the same gifts?” Holly asks. “Well, she’s made of caramel, so I guess she’s going to be different.” 

      “She made a nose,” I say out of nowhere.

      “Okay, she can shape-change. That’s a good thing. Now, let’s see if we can get her to understand.” Angie pulls her phone out of her pocket then studies Mel for a moment. She looks back at the phone, then finds what she wants and slides it across to Holly. “Ask her if she can become this.” 

      I sit up straighter and smile when I realize Mel listened to me when I mentioned the nose thing. Maybe I could convince her to be nice to all of our family and now Angie, too.” 

      Holly takes the phone and looks at the screen. “A golden retriever?” She flips the phone around to show me the screen and shrugs. “I’ll try. Mel, can you try to look like this dog?”

      Mel tilts her head as she studies the picture, then she just...morphs...into the shape of the golden retriever but without the fur.

      “Hmm, close,” Holly tells her. “Can you make the fur, too?”

      We watch silently as her smooth body begins to develop fine strands which look similar to the hair of the golden retriever. 

      “That’s a lot of work. What about a smooth-coated dog? Like a lab or maybe a dachshund.” I suggest.

      “Ooh, yes, a doxie would be perfect,” Holly agrees. She changes the picture. “Try this one, Mel.” Within a few seconds, we are looking at a typical weiner dog. I can’t help smiling. “This will make walking a lot easier.” She bends down and picks Mel up, cuddling her close. 

      “Holly, does she seem really solid to you?” I ask as an idea hits. 

      “Yes, why?” 

      I grin. “I know what your Halloween costume is going to be.” 

      “What?” Holly and Angie chorus at the same time. 

      “You are going to be a demon riding a Hellhound.” Holly cheers and fist pumps the air. “Now, do you want to be a sexy demon or an ugly demon?” 

      Her grin lifts my heart. “Sexy!”

      “You are very smart.” Angie rises from the table to rinse out her can. “And that costume sounds perfect. Let’s head up to the attic again and keep looking.” 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The trip to the attic seems shorter. I guess it proves practice does make perfect. Before I know it, Holly is on her box throne going through a new box.

      Mel came upstairs with us. I can’t help smiling as she begins to investigate. Her doxie body looks adorable as she winds in between boxes or stands up to look inside. Her tail is also going back and forth happily. I go back to my own box, opening it and peering inside. 

      “Photo albums,” I say. 

      “I want to see one,” Holly says. 

      “Mel, take this to Holly,” I joke. 

      Mel rushes over to me, and I burst into laughter when I see she has a small lampshade stuck around her neck, looking for all the world like a doggy cone of shame. 

      Angie looks over and snorts a laugh, and Holly cracks up hard enough she falls off her seat onto the floor. 

      Mel takes the book from me, making her jaws larger to handle it, then scampers across to Holly. Because the book is larger than her body, she has to leap instead of walking. 

      “Thank you, sweetie,” Holly tells her as she takes the photo album.

      “Hey, why don’t you bring your dress up here, and we can see if we can try it on you and see if there’s anything to go with it?” Angie suggests. “You know we could use the black silk to make the demon costume as well.” 

      I have a vision of Holly all decked out like Elvira. It causes me to burst out laughing.

      I look over to see them both staring at me. Holly has the lampshade in her hands and is trying to get it free of Mel’s neck. “What’s up, Fae?”

      “I’m picturing you dressed up like Elvira in that black silk.” 

      “Nope, nope, nope. I want sparkles.” 

      “I’ll go grab the dress,” I say as Angie asks Holly what her fascination with sparkles is.

      As I leave the attic, I hear Holly explaining the difference between sequins and rhinestones and Angie just popping in an ‘uh-huh’ every now and then. I can’t help laughing internally because once Holly is started on the subject, it’s hard to get her to shut up.

      It doesn’t take me long to get to my room and change into the dress. I put my tennis shoes back on to go upstairs with them. “What do you think?” I ask as I step into the attic. 

      Holly nods. “Wow, it’s like it was made for you.”

      “Yeah, she’s right,” Angie agrees. 

      I smile and twirl around just a bit, feeling kind of sexy in the dress. The sleeves are sheer black, and there’s a darker black lace in the bra area and in the panty area, but the remainder is pretty much see-through. 

      “Add in some backlighting and fog, and you could do a music video,” Holly teases as Mel comes up to me to investigate. I squat down and let her sniff the dress and get a caramel-scented kiss for my trouble.  

      “I just love your doggy breath.” 

      “Fae, look,” Holly says, pulling my attention. “Over there by the mannequin.” Following her point, I see a trunk containing a painting of a lady’s shoe on the side which I hadn’t noticed on our previous trip. “Maybe you can find something good in there.”

      “Not a bad idea.” I make my way over to it and open it. “Wow, jackpot!” I ignore the sounds behind me as I look at all of the shoes inside. There are so many pairs of women’s boots in there. 

      “Would you look at that,” Holly breathes from beside me, carefully sitting down so she can go through them with me. I have no idea how I missed the sound of her coming up next to me, but I’m too distracted by my jackpot to consider it. 

      “Jacinda loved her shoes,” Angie informs us. “Holly, what do you think?”

      “They look to be too big for me, but I think Fae will have a blast.” She moves away, having lost interest in the shoes.

      After a few moments, Angie makes an excited sound.

      We both look to see what she’s found. She’s holding up a scarlet dress covered in sequins. Holly can barely form the words I know must be ready to burst out of her. The dress is short, designed to show off a lot of leg, so we won’t have to hem it for her. 

      “It’s perfect,” I say. 

      Angie grins. “Good, because this goes with it.” She pulls up a velvet cloak in the exact shade of the dress.
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      “Careful,” I tell Holly a little later. She is standing on her right foot on top of a box and holding onto my hand and Angie’s hand. Mel is back in her original form and is waiting for her cue to step forward. Holly’s idea to do a dress rehearsal of the costume seemed like a good idea when she pointed it out, but now, I’m worried Holly might fall. I have to admit she looks dazzling in the scarlet dress and cloak. 

      “Go, Mel,” Angie tells her. Mel steps forward enough so Holly can put her left leg out and just sink down onto Mel’s back. We hold her hands tightly as Holly does so and then cheer once she’s safely seated. 

      “This is so awesome. Giddyup, Mel.” 

      “She’s not a horse,” I say wryly. 

      “It’s a good thing this dress has a slit already, or I would have to ride sidesaddle,” Holly points out, ignoring my comment. 

      The heels of the ankle boots click as I walk. They fit as if made for me and go well with the dress. All black leather with a zipper on the inside of the ankle and a square heel instead of a pointy tip like a high-heel shoe, they are both comfortable and fashionable. 

      “Are you girls happy with your costumes?” Angie asks. 

      “I am,” Holly announces. “What are you going to be, Angie?”

      “I’m always a witch, but my styles change over the years. This year, I think I will be a fun witch.” 

      “Isn’t being a witch all the time boring?”

      Angie gives us a wild grin. “Absolutely not.” 

      Holly climbs off of Mel, and we help her get settled, which gives me time to think. I wonder if Angie is referring to her everyday life or her Halloween costumes. I’m pretty sure she’s a witch also. Considering things, I decide it might pertain to both. If we can do cool things like make Mel, what else can we do? And how come we never have done anything like that before?

      “What’s on your mind?” Holly asks me, snapping me out of my introspection. 

      “How come we never did witchy things before now?” I ask. 

      “Good question,” Holly responds, looking at Angie. 

      “The setting,” Angie says simply, putting stuff away we had left out. 

      Mel turns her head toward the attic doorway, then growls and scrabbles for the door, letting out booming barks as she goes. 

      “Oh no,” Holly says as she figures out what it is. “Mom’s home.”  

      A scream is the next thing to reach my ears as I rush for the door. “Holly, call Mel off!” I command, dashing through the door and down the stairs. 

      “MEL, NO!” Holly shrieks. 

      By the time I reach the ground-floor level, Mom is standing with her back pressed up against the front door, her right hand raised in the air in a ‘stop’ motion with the palm facing Mel. She is chanting something I’ve never heard before but sounds like Latin, and Mel is stopped in front of her. Caramel slobber is dropping from her mouth as she continues to growl and bark, but she can’t seem to move any closer. 

      “Mel, it’s okay, it’s okay,” I try saying calmly to Mel. Mom refuses to take her eyes away from Mel, and I don’t blame her. “Mom, Holly’s on her way down. She’ll be able to control Mel soon.” 

      “Mel, come!” Holly commands firmly, and by her tone, I can tell she’s just one level of steps above me. 

      Mel stops growling and barking, seeming to struggle for a moment, then begins to whine. I’m speechless as I watch this happening. 

      “Mel!” Holly repeats. 

      “She can’t,” Angie explains. “Christina, let her go.” 

      Mom drops her hand and glares up toward the second floor. The minute her hand reaches her side, Mel springs away and rushes up the stairs to Holly. 
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      Mom is on the couch, her fingers massaging her forehead as she sits with her eyes closed and head pointed down. “Tell me again how this happened.”

      Holly is in a nearby chair with a cup of hot tea clutched in her palms. Mel is at her feet, almost cowering. She’s as flat to the floor as she can be with her head on her paws. “Fae and I decided to make some caramel as a surprise. While cooking it, I read the words in the margin aloud and out popped Mel.”

      “We were going to tell you as soon as you got home, but we lost track of time,” I tried. “And we didn’t want to disturb you at work, so I—”

      “We,” Holly corrects.

      “We called Angie.” 

      Holly picks up a sugar cube to add to her tea, and Mel lifts her head, her ears perking up and her tongue lolling out. 

      “On the plus side, we have costumes worked out for the Halloween party, mom.” I smile to make it even nicer to hear.

      Holly seems to have noticed Mel’s reaction, and she slips her the sugar cube. She can barely fight her smile as the Hellhound crunches it in her jaws. Well, that answers one of my questions. Mel will eat sugar. It’s true, you really are what you eat.

      “They are very nice costumes,” Mom admits, opening her eyes and looking at us both. “I suppose I have a lot of explaining to do.” 

      Angie snorts. “I’ll go make some popcorn.” I start to laugh until she gets up and heads for the kitchen. I guess she is serious about making popcorn. 

      Mom sniffs, then inhales and exhales loudly. “Girls, this town isn’t new to me like I’ve been pretending it is.” 

      Holly looks confused. I must look the same. She asks the question before I get the chance to. “Why lie about it?” 

      “Because this town is way more than meets the eye.” 

      It explains why mom hasn’t really taken us exploring yet. Her excuse was she needs the car for work, and with Holly not being able to be left alone for long periods of time, I haven’t been able to do much more than anything within walking distance—basically just other people’s houses. With the Texas heat, I’m not eager to go walking just to see other houses.

      Popping sounds begin coming from the kitchen. “Way to make it sound all mysterious,” Angie says, poking her head around the frame of the doorway. 

      “It might as well be that way for them,” Mom argues. 

      “I’d like to learn about it,” I say before a fight can start. “So, mom, you are familiar with this town. Does that mean you’ve lived here or just visited for a bit or what?”

      “I lived here for most of my early life.”

      We are about to delve into the great unknown, I think to myself. 

      “Why did you leave?” Holly asks. 

      “I fell in love with your father,” Mom admits. 

      “You always did like the bad boys,” Angie says, coming from the kitchen with a huge bowl of popcorn. She sets it down on the coffee table and goes back, coming out with four glasses of iced tea. Once she sets those down, she reaches into a pocket and hands Holly a snack-size baggie with sugar cubes inside. 

      Mom looks happy for a moment as she must be recalling our dad at a younger age or even one of those other bad boys. 

      “Dad was a bad boy?” I ask, almost in disbelief. 

      “The baddest of the bad,” Angie confirms. Then she laughs. “I should have used air quotes just then because that was his claim to fame.” 

      Holly and I both smile, though, I can tell by her expression she believes it about as much as I do, which is not much at all.

      Angie goes on. “Richard Doran claimed his name meant ‘King of the Wanderers’ and nothing was going to hold him. Not even you girls or your mother. He moved you out of town as soon as he got the chance and cut off all ties back here.” She pauses. “Or so he thought.”  

      “How much of what we know is the truth, then?” I demand.

      “I love you, and that is the truth. I am your mother. Your father up and left you, me, and your sister. Now, I’m not sure exactly why because he pretty much just vanished off the face of the Earth.” 

      I find myself nodding along. 

      “We were falling onto hard times, and I decided to move us back here because of it. I did follow a new job. They did give me a bonus to move back here. All of that is true. I do work in an office, but it’s not a regular office. I mean, not like what you and your sister would expect.” 

      “Why not just tell us? Did you think we couldn’t handle it?” Holly asks, looking hurt. “Both of us are eighteen or older. It’s not like we’re little kids anymore.” 

      “It’s a lot to take in,” Angie interjects before mom can answer. It’s probably better because Mom is looking kind of lost. “Your mom thought it would be best to introduce you to little things at a time.”

      Holly patted Mel’s head. “I think we got a crash course, Fae.” Her statement makes us all chuckle, lifting the mood in the room. 

      “Things are going to change around here,” Mom promises, and I love how her smile lights up her face. It’s almost as if a huge weight has been taken off of her. 

      “Going to drop the glamour now, Christina?” Angie asks. 

      It hits me then. I don’t know why I haven’t noticed it before just now. Angie knows an awful lot about our mom. In fact, it’s like they were best friends, but there is a distinct age difference. Angie is closer to our age than to Mom’s. Holly stares at mom as if she’s trying to see what difference mom is going to come up with. I find myself doing the same. 

      Mom blushes a bit. “I had to appear normal so it wouldn’t raise questions, girls. I hope you understand. It’s not really all been a lie, just little changes.” 

      “Show us,” Holly insists. “We can handle it, Mom.” 

      Mom nods and says a few words under her breath. At first, nothing happens, but then I start to notice the creases around the corners of her eyes are vanishing. She reaches up and pulls the pins holding her hair into the French twist out, and her hair goes cascading down her back much further than it did last night. Her face begins to thin out and look younger, much closer to our age. In fact, the four of us look like we could have been in school at the same time. Mom goes to stand up and has to quickly grab her skirt, which is threatening to slide off her slimmer body. She’s not super thin or anything, but now she has the same willowy figure, which Holly and I share, except she has a bit more curves to her. 

      “You’re baaaaackkkk,” Angie says and laughs softly. “I missed you, girl.” 

      Mom laughs also. “I need to go see if I can find any clothes to fit.”

      “Elastic waists, mom,” Holly says. 

      “Tomorrow, we go shopping,” mom calls over her shoulder as she heads for the stairs. 

      “I don’t understand why she hid that from us.” 

      “How would she have explained not aging like the other mothers, Phaedra?” Angie points out. 

      “Fair enough. No more secrets.” 

      Angie gives me an unreadable expression but doesn’t say anything. Something tells me she’s making no promises of that sort...ever.
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      I remove the dress and boots with a sigh as I sit on the edge of my bed. It’s been a long day and a lot of information to take in. Mom did manage to find a few things to wear until she can get to the store, and some of her old t-shirts now hang on her like short dresses rather than the t-shirts of regular length. 

      “Mel, scoot over,” Holly says, her voice carrying through the wall to me. I laugh softly, thinking how much Mel acts like a regular dog. 

      “You make her, you take her,” I say softly, mangling the phrase people often say about babies. I stand up and carry the dress to the closet, hanging it up in there. I’ve only worn it for a few hours, and it’s still clean since I didn’t go anywhere or do anything in it to get dirty. It finally hits me how the attic wasn’t dirty. Angie must have done some sort of cleaning spell while Holly and I were still climbing the stairs. I snort out a small laugh at my sudden realization and determine I will fill Holly in tomorrow. Placing the boots on the floor of the closet, I step back and look at the ensemble. “Now I just need to find a hat to go with you.” 

      Turning, I head to the dresser, peeling off my bra as I go. I’m not stacked, and I still consider them to be torture devices. I feel sorry for those women who have much larger ones than me. I’ve heard the complaints of the straps digging into their shoulders and around the body. Maybe if I really am a witch, I can come up with something better. I grab some pajamas, sliding the shorts and camisole top on, then tossing the bra into my hamper. 

      What a day, I think as I slide into my bed and curl up with my book. Two chapters later, I put the bookmark in and turn off the light, ready to slip into sleep. 
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        * * *

      

      I hear chanting and follow, my brain telling me I must be dreaming because I’m walking barefoot through what appears to be an old-fashioned village made up of small huts with straw roofs. Moonlight guides my path, aided by the light of a large fire. As I clear the last hut and see the group of people, I feel welcome and yet afraid for someone else.

      “Agatha, you have arrived,” an old woman wearing a ragged dress with a just as ragged apron over it says to me as she approaches holding a small bowl in her hands. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” Her long, gray hair is wound up into a bun, and her dark-brown eyes look black in the darkness.  

      I look around. “Where is he?” People are gathered on the far side of the fire, but the light is stopping me from seeing what is going on. 

      “We have bound him to the oak tree as you directed.” She moves the bowl to bring it to my attention. “Here is the mixture you requested.” 

      “Thank you, Mother Mildred.” I take the bowl and step past the old crone and around the fire, my eyes finally adjusting enough to take in the scene. Many women have surrounded a young male who is, indeed, tied to the oak tree and has been stripped of all clothing except for his pants. Sweat drips from him, even from his wavy black hair. He struggles against the bindings, his eyes glowing yellow as he growls out obscenities at the gathered women. I move closer, putting my fingers into the bowl and gathering the freshly made paste. As I smear it on his face, down his neck, and onto his chest, I chant words my current self doesn’t understand. He screams, thrashing harder, and foams at the mouth. His teeth snap together as he tries to bite my hand. It’s obvious he seems to be possessed by a demon or perhaps is turning into a werewolf, though I didn’t think it was possible for wolf shifters.  The paste glows for a moment before turning black. My eyes widen. 

      “Get back! It isn’t working!” I yell to the gathered women, turning my head as I warn them. When I turn it back, it’s to find those glowing eyes approaching quickly. He used my distraction to break free of the rope and is now zeroing in on the closest victim...me. “Gideon, no!” I fall backward under his weight, screaming in pain as his face transforms into a wolf muzzle, and his fangs grab my neck, tearing the tender unprotected flesh. My scream is cut short, I can no longer breathe, and I can feel my heart slowing. He is flung off of me by an invisible force as everything goes dark. 

      Sitting up, I gasp for air, biting back the scream building in my throat, lifting my hand to my neck, and feeling the skin there for wounds. I’m covered in sweat and shaking. My door creaks open a little, allowing Mel to come through. She pads over to me, climbing onto the bed and kissing me. I bury my face against her warm body, letting the tears flow. I lie back down on my side, and Mel curls up next to me, my arm over her for comfort. My dream was so realistic, and I wonder if it is more a memory of a past life than a regular dream. 
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      The sun shining brightly into my room heralds my return from dreamland. A witch’s hat is perched on the post at the bottom right corner of the bed. My sitting up causes Mel to stir. She stretches, yawns, then jumps down and leaves the room to go find Holly. I smell bacon frying, and my plan to shower takes second place over the thought of freshly cooked bacon. I head for the bathroom and make use of it, brushing my hair and teeth as well, then head downstairs. 

      Mom is at the stove flipping a pancake over in a cast-iron skillet. Holly is at the sink with her knee perched on a chair and draining bacon grease into an empty can from the recycle bin. They both turn their heads to look at me. 

      “Thanks for the hat. You didn’t have to go into the attic again,” I say. The look of confusion I get from them both has me pausing before I open the refrigerator door to get the orange juice container out. 

      “What hat?” Mom asks. 

      “There’s a witch hat on my bedpost. It wasn’t there last night when I fell asleep.”

      “Well, if it wasn’t either of us, you either sleepwalked and got it or Mel grabbed it for you,” Holly teases. 

      Mel thumps her tail at hearing her name. 

      “Why not a ghost?” I ask wryly as I pull the orange juice from the refrigerator. “Juice?” 

      “Sure.”

      “Yes, please.” 

      I grab three glasses and pour some. “Well, I’m glad the hat will work perfectly with the dress.”

      Mom smiles as she plates the pancake on top of the stack already plated. “I’m glad you both have great costumes. Halloween is a big deal here.”

      “Are you going to go to the party then?” I ask, thinking I hadn’t seen an invitation for her. 

      “A different one,” she assures us. “More boring for the grownups.” 

      Holly sets the can of bacon grease to the side to cool down and proceeds to wash some of the other dishes, pausing to turn her head toward me and roll her eyes. I bite my cheek to keep from grinning. 

      “Maybe mom will find a bad boy there,” Holly says as she finishes the dishes and maneuvers the chair from the sink to the table, almost like a crutch. 

      “Maybe mom isn’t looking for any bad boys,” Mom says, talking about herself in third person. “Mom is still married.” 

      “Yeah, but dad just left you. You have the right to look for someone else,” I point out. Actually, I have the right to start looking also. There’s nothing holding me back. I just haven’t been interested. 

      “Mom, at least keep an open mind,” Holly begs. “Fae and I want you to be happy.”

      “I don’t need a man to be happy,” Mom answers. “But, I promise to keep an open mind, okay?”

      “Thanks,” Holly says, forking a pancake onto her plate. Adding a pat of butter, she spreads it around, then adds a second pancake on top of it, doing the same. I slide the jar of boysenberry preserves over to her, knowing she prefers it over syrup. Holly grins a ‘thank you’ at me and pops the jar open. “Fae, did you have a bad dream last night?” she asks, spreading the preserves on the top pancake and rolling it up.

      I stop cutting my own pancake up and glance over at her and then at our mom. “Yeah, but it was so real.”

      “What happened?” Mom asks. 

      “I was a woman named Agatha, and there was this crowd of women who had tied a guy about our age to a tree at my command.”

      “Kinky,” Holly teases, trying to lighten the mood. 

      It doesn’t work. I swallow, trying to push the mental picture flooding my mind away. “His eyes...they were glowing.” 

      “Like he was possessed?” Holly whispers. 

      “No, somehow I knew he was a wolf shifter and trying to keep from changing, but he couldn’t stop,” I answer. 

      Mom frowns. “I don’t have an answer for you, sweetie. Maybe it was just a very vivid dream.” 

      Remembering how Gideon had ripped out Agatha’s throat, I touch mine. “I woke up and almost screamed. Mel came in to comfort me.”

      Holly smiles at my words. “She’s a good girl, aren’t you, Mel?” 

      Mel thumps her tail against the floor in answer, her ears perking up. 

      “Do you two want to go shopping with me?” Mom asks. “I can’t get a lot, but I need something.” 

      “There’s a lot of stuff in the attic, too,” I say. “Maybe we could alter things for you.” 

      Mom scoffs softly. “That ‘we’ would be you, Phaedra. I will take a look, but most likely I will just get new things.” 

      I nod, knowing sewing doesn’t come easy to her or Holly, but I get the basic concept at least. 

      “Hey, can’t you just magic the stuff?” Holly asks, flicking her fingers as if she was doing some sort of magic with them. 

      “It takes a lot of effort and often isn’t worth it,” Mom explains. 

      “Oh.” Holly bites into her breakfast, her expression showing how good it is. Mel moves a bit closer to her and rests her head on Holly’s knee, begging.  Thin strings of almost see-through caramel drip from her mouth and pile onto Holly’s clothing. “I’d be grossed out under normal circumstances, but it smells so good,” she admits, stroking Mel’s head. 

      “At least she doesn’t shed,” Mom says with a laugh. “Well, she doesn’t shed fur. I’ll expect any caramel to be cleaned up, girls.” 

      “Okay,” we chorus. 

      A knock sounds on the door, and I get up to go answer it as Mel goes crazy. 

      “You need to train her not to do that, Holly,” mom scolds as I leave the kitchen. I crack the door open to see it’s Angie. 

      “Hi, I’m not staying. I just wanted to drop this off,” she says, handing me a gift bag with one hand and putting her other hand down to let Mel sniff it. Mel stops barking as soon as she figures out who it is. 

      I look down at her. “Can I open the door now?” I inch further forward, using my body to push her back and get the door open enough to take the gift bag. “Thank you. Are you sure you don’t want some breakfast? We have plenty.”

      “No thanks, I’m full.” She pats her stomach. “That’s a little something for all of you.” 

      Mel turns and trots back into the kitchen as I take the bag from Angie. I hear scuffling behind me but by the time I turn to look, Mel is coming back with a can of Dr. Pepper in her mouth for Angie. 

      “Someone likes you, Angie,” Holly calls out from the kitchen. 

      “Thank you, Mel,” Angie praises Mel and takes the soda. “I’ll need to wait a moment to open it so it doesn’t explode, but I really love this drink.” Mel licks her hand then goes back to Holly. “Thanks, Holly!” Angie calls from the doorway. She lowers her voice back to normal as she smiles at me. “I thought you and your sister might take comfort in these.” 

      I peek into the bag and see brightly colored material. “Thank you for the gifts. We appreciate it.” She waves with her free hand then uses it to begin tapping the top of the can as she goes down the steps. A flash of color catches my eye. The pumpkin is surrounded by some branches with different colored leaves, mostly red and orange, but also some yellow and brown. A few pinecones create a base for the branches to rest in. I smile and go back inside with the bag. “Angie brought us a gift.” 

      “What is it?” Holly asks, perking up. 

      “I didn’t open it yet,” I tell her, sliding the bag over to her.

      Holly pulls out a fuschia pair of slipper socks with butterflies wearing tiny santa hats on them. They are attached to a maple-leaf shaped item which resembles a bath bomb. “The tag on this one says ‘Holly’ so it’s mine.” Next, she pulls out another pair of slipper socks. These are red-plaid colored and covered in tiny records and music notes. The attached shape is a pumpkin. “Phaedra, this one is yours.” The third pair is a hunter-green color and looks like velvet with a sherpa lining, very simple but they will definitely be warm. Attached to it is another bomb that looks remarkably like a cup of hot cocoa including mini marshmallows on top. Holly pushes them toward Mom, then digs in the bag again and pulls out a small apple-shaped kettle. The pour spout is made to look like the stem, and there’s no visible handle I can see. “This is for all of us,” Holly reports as she reads the tag. She reaches in the bag again and pulls out a large bone-shaped item I swear looks like rock candy. 

      Mel grows excited at her gift and does a sort of happy doggy dance, wiggling her hind end and her ears perking up as she gives an excited whine. We all laugh as Holly tosses the bone and Mel goes charging after it, skidding across the floor. 

      I look down at my gift. “Am I going to smell like pumpkin after I bathe with this?”

      Mom grins. “You don’t bathe with Fall Bombs, ladies. Go put on some warm pajamas.” 

      “Mom, it’s like eighty degrees in here,” Holly complains. 

      “Just trust me and do as I say,” she says. She leaves her gift where it is and gets up, heading for the stairs. 

      I stand up. “Want me to bring your pjs down so you don’t have to go up the stairs?”

      “Yes, please,” Holly tells me. Her eyes show she wants to question things but I don’t have the answers she needs. 

      “Be right back then.” I climb up the stairs leaving Holly and Mel down below.
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      As I top the stairs, mom is coming from her room. She’s wearing a navy-blue set of flannel pajamas she brought with her from California, and they had been reserved for when we would spend time in the mountains during the winter. She grins at me, her eyes flashing excitedly. I can’t help smiling back at her as we pass each other, and I head to my room. It takes a few minutes to dig into the winter wear and find my favorite fleece set of pajamas. They have royal-blue pants with yellow stars, and the top has the same blue. In the center of the front is a large star containing a bunny rabbit and a bear on a swing attached to the star. They are facing away from the viewer, but their shapes let you know what they are. I slide off my pjs from last night, which are a pair of shorts and a camisole top and put the pajamas on. I leave off socks since I’m assuming I’ll be putting the slipper socks on.

      “Phaedra,” Holly calls from downstairs. 

      “Yeah?” 

      “Can you grab my reading book, please? Mom says we might want to read for a while.” 

      I’m expecting Mom to scold us for yelling across the house like the night I found the dress under Holly’s bed, but she doesn’t

      “Sure,” I call down, stepping to the landing. “I’ll grab mine while I’m at it.” I go back into my room and grab my book, then head for Holly’s room. “Holly’s Tornado Alley,” I mutter to myself with a small laugh as I open her door and see the wreck inside. The pajamas I’m picturing remind me of the chewing gum called Fruit Stripe. They are diagonally striped and all different color stripes. As I spot a corner of the material poking from out of one drawer, I hesitate. They have feet and won’t work with her cast, nor will it allow her to use the slipper socks. Leaving that set for another time, I go for the unicorn set which is mostly white with pink and purple patches to represent hooves, mane, and tail. They have a hood with a horn made of material. I roll my eyes as I pick them out and head for her bedside table. Luckily, her book is right there, even if it is bookmarked with an ink pen. I really need to talk to her about how she treats her books. Now her book is going to have a gap in it. I carry everything downstairs. 

      Mom is in the living room moving things away from the fireplace, and she smiles as she takes me in. “Those should be fine. Your sister is waiting for you in the bathroom.” 

      I nod and take the unicorn pajamas to the bathroom, tapping once on the door. It opens, and I see her sitting on the closed lid of the toilet. 

      “Thank you.”

      “Sure. You got it?” I ask. 

      “Be out in a minute.” She takes the pajamas from me and closes the door. 

      I head back to the living room and find mom is almost all the way set up. “Need any help?”

      “You could bring the kettle and three teacups,” she says. 

      “Got it.” I grab the kettle by the spout, wondering how on earth a person is supposed to pour something hot from it when there’s no handle, only a pour spout. I head for the sink to fill it with water, but mom tells me to just bring it as is. Gathering the cups, I fall into step beside Holly as she comes limping from the bathroom, only stopping to set them on the coffee table. 

      “Have a seat,” mom says once she sees we’re ready. “Make yourselves comfortable so you can enjoy this.” 

      “Enjoy what?” I grumble, pulling the top of my pajamas away from my neck because I’m sweltering. 

      “You’ll see. Everyone put your socks on.” She sits on the couch across from where I’m standing and slides the slipper socks on. Standing back up, mom holds up the three bombs, “Maple leaves, pumpkin, or hot cocoa?”

      Mel has followed Holly into the room, and she goes up to Mom, sniffing at the bombs. She focuses on the hot cocoa one. 

      “Hot cocoa,” Holly says with a shrug to me as she sits down and puts her right knee up on the couch and slides one of the slipper socks on, quickly putting her cast up on an ottoman and sliding the other slipper sock just over the part of the foot it will fit without stretching. 

      “Sounds good,” I add, sitting down not too far from her, holding her book out. Once she grabs it, I quickly put my slipper socks on, then look to Mom, who has been waiting for us to get comfortable.

      Mom nods and tosses it into the unlit fireplace. She turns her back on it and goes to the coffee table, putting her hand on the kettle and muttering softly. Then she sits down. I glance at the fireplace, which hasn’t done anything yet. 

      “It’s smoking,” Holly whispers, and I peer closer. Sure enough, I can see a few tendrils of smoke. The sound of material moving next to me draws my attention. Holly has pulled the blanket from the back of the couch down and draped it over herself. I’m not left to wonder why for long as the air cools almost as if the air conditioner were set on high. Mom tosses me another blanket from beside her and sits down with her own. There is a whoosh of sound, and the fireplace bursts into flames, sending the scent of hot cocoa and...s’mores...through the room. As one, we close our eyes and inhale the scent. The relief from the dreaded humid Texas heat is immense. 

      My eyes open to the sound of the kettle whistling. It’s not sitting on anything which could have cooked it, and it was empty when I brought it over. 

      Mom rises from her seat, setting the blanket down, and looks over at us. “Hot apple cider?” 

      “How?” I ask. 

      “Fae, look!” Holly exclaims and draws my attention to the windows. It looks like it’s dark outside, even though we just had breakfast.

      I get up and go to a window, looking out at a night landscape with a full moon shining down on a lush field of grass. Trees with leaves mostly missing are silhouettes against the light from the moon. 

      “It’s a special effect,” mom says calmly. “If you go to the kitchen, it will be the normal time.” 

      “Whoa,” Holly says, and I have to agree. As I sit back down, I watch mom pick up the kettle with her bare hand and pour us each a cup of hot apple cider. It’s not possible using the laws of physics to do what she just did. The kettle fit into the palm of my hand and went from cold to fully brewed while sitting on a wooden coffee table. There is no way it held enough liquid to make three cups of hot apple cider. But it did. Mom hands Holly her cup and smirks as she passes mine to me. 

      “You have a lot to learn, honey,” she tells me. I watch her in stunned silence as she sits back down with her cider, places it next to her on a side table, covers her lap with the blanket, and picks up her book. 

      Mel jumps up on the couch and turns in a circle three times before settling down between Holly and me to chew on the rock candy bone. Holly picks her book up, and I finally just sit back and relax, no longer fighting or trying to figure out what I’m seeing. 
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      “That was so much fun and so relaxing,” Holly says a few hours later. It is truly dark outside now, but the cool feeling of being in autumn had finally worn off a few minutes ago. I was already sweating in my pajamas and feeling full from two cups of hot apple cider. Holly looks at the staircase. “I don’t know if I have the energy to climb them right now.”  

      I laugh. “I don’t either.” 

      She yelps and moves suddenly, and I look to see what’s disturbing her. Mel has moved in between her legs and lifted until Holly is on her back. Holly laughs and leans forward, wrapping her arms around Mel’s neck. I watch as Mel half gallops up the stairs and into Holly’s room. The Hellhound carrying the unicorn is hilarious. 

      “Hey, are you coming back to carry me up, Mel?” I call. 

      “Nope, invalids only,” Holly calls back, and I begin the climb up to my room. I settle in at the computer after changing into the shorts and camisole combo I’m used to. It feels like forever since I’ve played the game, though it hasn’t really been. 

      After turning on the computer and waiting for the start-up menu, I click into the game and gasp when it comes up blank. It’s just a stupid game, but the loss of something that has been so steady for me through everything I’ve been through lately causes something inside of me to break into a million pieces. Tears fill my eyes, and I frantically move the mouse around to different things, clicking here and there to search for it. I’m so caught up in what I’m doing that I haven’t noticed both mom and Holly have come into the room, alerted by the noises of distress I hadn’t realized I was making. Mel squeezes her head into the space between the underside of the desk and the top of my thigh, sighing with sadness as she peers up at me. “It’s gone,” I whisper. Speaking in a normal voice just seems impossible right now. “I can’t find it. I spent so long on the game, building up my world.” I feel arms go around me and give a watery smile which turns into a sob as my mother and sister try to comfort me. 

      “I’ll try and find someone to help us recover it,” mom promises me, stroking my short hair with one hand. “For tonight, can you distract yourself with some other form of entertainment?”

      “I’ll try,” I promise, and I feel them both let go. Mom kisses the top of my head, and Holly gives my shoulder a pat. 

      “Mel can stay with you tonight,” she promises. 

      “Thanks, Holls,” I say softly, my hand going down and resting on the top of Mel’s head. I realize I have to force my fingers in between her head and the bottom of the desk, and I look down. Her poor face has flattened to fit into the space. “Thank you, Mel,” I tell her. They back away and let me roll my chair back enough to stand. I do so and head for my bed. Mel comes with me, jumping up and curling into a ball as I get settled. Mom follows and kisses my forehead, wishing me goodnight. 

      “Night,” Holly says from the doorway before heading to her own room. 

      “Mom,” I say as she goes to leave the room. She turns back to me without saying anything, just waiting to see what I have to say. “Today was fun, just spending time with you.” 

      Mom smiles hugely. “It was fun. I love that memory, and I will never lose it.” She reaches over and turns off the overhead light, leaving me with just my bedside lamp to use. “Goodnight, my little Fae.” I smile as she closes the door, leaving it cracked just a little for Mel. 
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      The next morning and afternoon pass quickly, and I’m in the kitchen waiting for the timer to go off on a premade meal when there is a knock on the door. Mel quickly begins her booming barking.

      “I’ll get it!” Holly announces and gets up quickly, grabbing her crutches and making her way to the door. “I’m on crutches, give me a minute!” she yells to whoever is there. In a lower voice, I hear her tell Mel to become a dachshund and fast. I ignore whoever it is and hit the button on the stove to stop it from cooking, then put on some oven mitts and pull out the pasta alfredo. Once I have it settled on the top of the stove, I remove the right hand’s mitt and pick up the tongs.

      I’m working the plastic covering off of the top, carefully using one hand to hold the dish from moving around and trying to grab the plastic with the pair of tongs, so I don’t notice Holly and the guest have come into the kitchen. 

      “It smells wonderful,” a man says, and the shock of hearing a male voice makes me move too quickly. The tongs come up without the plastic top and the cookie sheet holding the meal goes sliding sideways off of the stove and toward the sink. I cry out in despair and drop the tongs even as a large hand reaches out and stops the cookie sheet, then pushes it back toward me until it’s back where it should be. I turn my head and look into eyes the color of really clear seawater. They have just a tad of green coloring. Wavy black hair catches my eye next, and his gorgeous smile follows. 

      “Let go, Ian!” Holly commands sharply. 

      Both of us look down to see he is still holding the hot cookie sheet with his bare hand. He pulls it back quickly, adding an ‘ow’ as if it is an afterthought. 

      “Are you all right?” I ask, grasping his injured hand with my bare one. We both wince as a visible spark appears and launches into the air with an audible sound. I pull my hand away quickly. “I’m so sorry, I can’t seem to control my static electricity.” 

      His eyes travel from looking at his hand up to my eyes, then go up further before his lips curl into a smile. “I can see that.” 

      I cringe, knowing he must see my hair sticking up all over the place. I probably look like one of those wish flowers the kids pick then blow on to make the seeds fly. 

      “Fae...” Holly pauses and clears her throat. “Phaedra, this is Ian Hunter. Ian is here to try and recover your game. Mom sent him.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ian,” I say and stick my hand out. I try not to wince as he stares at the offending appendage for a couple of seconds. Then, he reaches out and takes my hand, shaking it and looking relieved this time. I hadn’t shocked him. 

      “It’s nice to meet you as well.” 

      I let go of his hand after a few seconds and see Holly smirking as she watches us.

      Ian glances at Holly then down at his leg. “Do you think you could call off your dog now?” 

      I look down and realize Mel has attached herself to his lower leg and is worrying it with her teeth. 

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, quickly bending down. This poor guy has been in our house for a couple of minutes, and he’s already burned his hand and been bitten by an overzealous doxie-shaped Hellhound. “Let go,” I hiss at Mel in a threatening whisper. Mel releases her hold then peers up at me, her brown eyes showing a hint of the fire behind them. I straighten back up to find him grinning down at me, humor in those sea-glass green eyes. 

      “It’s okay. Dogs tend to get aggressive around me. I’m used to it.” 

      Obviously, or else he would have been trying to get her to let go instead of calmly holding a hot cookie sheet. Something about him seems so familiar, but I just can’t place it. “I’m sorry dogs are like that to you. Uh, my computer is in my room.” 

      Holly clears her throat, trying to get my attention without being too obvious. When I glance over at her, she mouths, ‘Close my door!’ and then her cheeks go red when she glances away from me to see Ian has been watching. Maybe she’ll keep her room picked up more now.

      “Right, my room is this way,” I tell him, leading him toward the stairs and going up before him. I can feel both of them watching me as I climb; him from right behind me and her from the kitchen. As I top the stairs, I reach for her door handle and pull it closed just as he clears the top step and comes up behind me. 

      “This is a nice house,” he says, ignoring the door I just closed. 

      “Thank you. We like it.” I lead him into my room and give him the chair in front of the computer. “I’ll go grab Holly’s chair and be right back.” 

      “Sounds good,” he says, already turning the computer on and waiting for it to boot up. I move from the room and am back with Holly’s chair just as the screen lights up and shows the main screen. “Perfect timing.” He turns his head and beams at me. 

      I put the chair next to his and show him where the game is normally kept. 

      “I’m going to try a few things. It will mean looking through some of your files. Are you alright with that?” 

      “Sure,” I assure him. As he begins to work, I notice he keeps glancing at me without turning his head, trying to be subtle, and I realize I might be making him nervous by just sitting next to him and watching what he’s doing with the computer. “I’ll, uh, just go read some while you are doing that, okay?” His response is a silent nod, and I leave the chair there, heading to my bed. I sit at the head of the bed with my back against the wall and am soon sucked into my book. 

      “Phaedra,” he says, pulling me out of the story. I jump slightly then look up to see him standing by the bed. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. I did talk to you, but you didn’t hear me. What’s so interesting?” 

      I shove the copy of Warden: Book 1 of the Elemental Paladins series by Montana Ash in between my pillow and mattress. “Just a romance novel. It would bore you. Did you find it?”

      Ian steps back, grinning at my lie. “Max is my favorite.” 

      My jaw drops open. He’s read it? I wonder what else we have in common. “Yeah, she’s great!” 

      He holds his arm out toward the computer, which now shows the title page of my game on the screen and ready to go, just like nothing had happened. I squeal happily and climb off of the bed to go check it out. Sitting down in the chair, I click the button to start the game up and really test it. As usual, the screen goes to black for a couple of seconds except for a small blue button that says ‘loading’. However, this time, something else catches my attention. Ian is standing right behind me and bending, so his head is almost at the same level as mine, and his eyes are glowing yellow as he looks down at me.  

      I freeze as the memory/dream of Gideon tied to the tree rushes through my mind. He must detect my fear because his eyes rise from looking at me and focus on the computer screen. I can see when he realizes his eyes are glowing because he slams them shut to stop them from reflecting on the screen.

      “Thank you so much, Ian. You have no idea how much this means to me,” I tell him as if I hadn’t noticed anything. When the game loads, I’m surprised to see it still has my place saved. I tilt my head back, looking at him upside down. “You are a lifesaver.”
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      “Thank you for dinner. You didn’t have to do that,” Ian says again as he heads for the front door a little later. 

      By the time he and I had gone back downstairs after he found my game, my mom had already come home from work and changed into more comfortable clothing. She insisted he stay and enjoy the plates Holly had dished out and kept warm for us. I sat in one chair, and he sat across from me, both of us with our plates in front of us. I made small talk until he was finished and then offered to walk him to the door. He accepted and that’s where we are now. 

      “Nonsense, it was already ma—” I stop as Mel rushes him, ready to bite his leg again. At least she is in her dachshund form and not her real form. 

      Ian isn’t ready to be bit again, and he lets out a menacing growl which stops Mel in her tracks. I’m close enough to see his eyes glow yellow again as he growls. 

      “MEL!” Holly yells from the living room. “Leave it!” 

      By the time my head swivels back from looking at Holly with a glare, Ian has escaped out the front door, closing it behind him. I turn the deadbolt and then the lock on the knob before leaning my forehead against the door and breathing hard. After catching my breath, I swivel around and face the other direction with my back to the door. 

      “I’m sorry, I’ll figure out a way to train her,” Holly says. 

      “It’s not that,” I tell her, my voice soft as I walk on shaky legs over to where she’s sitting. I hadn’t imagined the glowing eyes of my dream, nor the glowing eyes upstairs. It is true. It is all true. “It’s him.” 

      “What’s him?” mom asks, coming over to sit by us. 

      “He’s Gideon.” 

      “It can’t be,” Holly starts. “Wouldn’t he be like super old if it was the case?”

      Mom just stares at me for a moment then nods. “I believe you.” 

      “What does it mean?” I ask. 

      “That I don’t know, honey,” she admits. “But it may be time to talk to the local alpha.”
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        * * *

      

      “Fae, look at this,” Holly calls to me from the living room. I save my spot in my game and get up, walking to the railing and peeking over. 

      “What?”

      “You have to come see it,” Holly insists, showing me a book in her hand. I sigh and head downstairs. As I sit down next to her, she shows me the book’s open page. Inside is a newspaper clipping. It’s extremely old and hard to read, but after a moment, I realize what I’m looking at. 

      “A woman went missing. Did they find her?”

      “No, but this is the first article. Before this it was almost like journal entries.” She flips the pages back a little bit, pointing at the dates. They are all in October and spaced ten years apart. Not having read the writing except for the dates, I look at her in confusion. She sighs. “Each one is a different missing person, Fae.” 

      That’s extremely odd. To have so many missing persons from the same area and on such a regular schedule would usually point to a serial killer. “How far back does it go?”

      She grabs some of the pages in a group and flips them backward, skimming until she finds the first one. “About three hundred years.” 

      I peer at the page with the first entry, and my heart catches. Iris Gwenwyn was the first reported missing. Whoever wrote the entry mocked the villagers’ beliefs she had run away after her sister Ivy was put to death. 

      Something is in the back of my mind about the situation, and I can’t seem to bring it forward enough to recognize it. Finally, I shrug. “I don’t know what it means, Holls. I just hope whoever wrote this out is no longer around.”

      “Do you think it’s the same person? They’d have to be ancient.” 

      I reach out and flip the pages back to the first article, then go back one entry, holding my finger where the first entry was. “Look at the handwriting.”

      “It’s the same,” she whispers.

      “Girls, are you ready to go?” Mom asks as she comes downstairs, distracting us from the mystery before us. 

      “Ready,” Holly tells her, and I nod, gathering my things before we head out to the car. 
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        * * *

      

      I nervously smooth my hands down my skirt as I look out the window. It’s three days until Halloween and the day after Ian’s visit to our home. Mom, Holly, and I have been invited to the pack lands to meet the local alpha. Mom had told us we didn’t need to dress up, but I still wanted to make a good impression, so I put on a simple dark-green slip dress and some black flats. Holly has taken mom at her word and is wearing jean shorts and a sparkly top. She is holding Mel in her lap and talking softly to the Hellhound about her manners. I want to laugh, but I’m too nervous. What if they don’t like me? They might even blame me for what Agatha did. I hope our going to the pack lands doesn’t get Ian in trouble. 

      Mom turns off the two-lane stretch of road and onto a beaten dirt path made by many vehicles over the years. We bounce along for a good two miles or so, and Mel whines as she looks out the window. I can feel it also. We are being watched. I crane my neck up to read the sign above the entrance to a dirt lot in front of a building. It’s made out of wood and reads Freedom Run Packland. The words are surrounded by carved wolves running as a pack.

      As mom stops the car in front of a long, single-story building made of light-colored wood, the door opens, and a man comes out. He’s wearing jeans, black hiking boots, and a blue plaid shirt. He smiles, his eyes lighting up, and waves before brushing some dark-brown hair out of his eyes. 

      “Christina, it’s been a long time,” he says, stepping down from the porch and over to our car. Mel goes nuts, struggling against Holly’s hold to try and get to him. 

      “Stop!” he says firmly, and she does. 

      “Can you teach me that?” Holly begs, bringing Mel against her chest and cuddling her there. 

      He laughs. “Sorry, it’s something you’re born with.” He opens Mom’s door, and she steps out.

      “Blair, this is my youngest daughter Holly and her familiar Mel. And this is Phaedra, my oldest daughter. Girls, this is Blair Salinas, alpha of the Freedom Run pack.” Mom gestures to us as she introduces us. I lean across and shake his hand just like Holly did before me.

      “It’s a pleasure, ladies.” He pops Holly’s door open, since he’s right there, and notices her crutches. “Aww, what have we here?” 

      Mel slinks out of the car in her doxie form, then shakes her entire body as if she just had a bath. After the shake ends, I can see she’s grown until she is back in her regular form. She refuses to look Blair in the eye, though. 

      Holly gets her crutches ready. “I fell down some steps. I hope it can be removed soon.” 

      Blair tsks and reaches in, picking Holly and her crutches up. Mel growls but immediately stops when he glares down at her. 

      As I’m watching all of this from the front seat, my door opens, and Ian is there, holding his hand out to me. My cheeks flame. I had no idea he would be here today. How am I supposed to discuss him when he’s right here listening? I hear Holly giggling shyly, but I can’t tear my eyes away from Ian. I reach out and give him my hand, and the spark explodes. We both cry out, and I try to tear my hand away from him, but he refuses to let go. 

      “It’s okay,” he tells me. I step out of the car to Blair laughing. 

      “I guess it’s true. There’s a spark between the two of you,” Blair says as he walks past carrying Holly. 

      She looks over his shoulder at me, mouthing. ‘Oh, my God!’

      Mom laughs softly as she follows him in, and Mel starts after them, then looks at me and seems torn. “Mel, come,” Holly calls. Mel turns and leaps over the stairs, landing smoothly on the porch and then going inside after Holly. 

      I turn to Ian, “You told him there’s a spark between us?” 

      He chuckles softly. “Yes, literally.” He holds his free hand out toward the building. “Shall we?” 

      “Okay,” I agree, and we head inside. 

      I don’t think I was off in expecting this to be some type of meeting with a bunch of codgy old men, but it is definitely not that. Ian and I join Blair, mom, Holly, and Mel in what looks like an oversized, but comfortable, living room or den. Maybe it’s even an entertainment area since there is a pair of pool tables, five pinball machines, and a jukebox in one area. There are multiple couches of different types set up throughout the room in small groupings, so the user can pick which style they like. There are also different types of chairs scattered by the couches to make it easier for small groups to gather together. Blair has settled Holly onto a black leather chair with a wooden frame and which has a matching ottoman for her foot. Mom is seated next to her on a steel-blue couch, which doesn’t look too frou-frou even though it isn’t entirely masculine, either. She smiles and pats the couch next to her for me to sit. I do and am pleasantly surprised by not sinking way into it. 

      I’ve been so busy taking in the room and testing the couch, I’ve missed the beginning of Blair talking to us. Blinking, I try and zone in on his words and their meanings. 

      “There is a good chance she is Agatha in a new life,” Blair tells us all, pointing at me. “That being said, I don’t see it having much of an effect on her life now. Do you agree, Phaedra?”

      “I guess,” I mutter. It was so long ago I agree it shouldn’t matter. So, why do I keep dreaming of it so much? Deciding this is a great time to bring it up, I voice my concerns. “I’ve been dreaming about it a lot lately. Walking in the forest with a group of women I’m pretty sure are witches from different periods of time. I even saw him,” I point to Ian, “tied to an oak tree by a group of women. He killed me...well, Agatha by ripping m—her throat out.” I pause as he goes pale and lift my hand up to my throat as if feeling the wound. “You were Gideon then. Gideon, Ian, it’s not much of a stretch.”

      “I couldn’t stop myself,” Ian whispers, and my heart plummets. 

      “Wait, it really was you?” Holly demands, and Mel begins to growl and sits up, readying to attack. “But, you’re our age!”

      Blair points a finger at Mel, and she stops growling, laying back down in front of Holly. “Wolf shifters age much more slowly than humans, Holly.” 

      “I haven’t raised them with that knowledge,” Mom explains. 

      “You should have!” I snap at her. I hate feeling this way toward her. I love her, but her not teaching us this has left us vulnerable.

      “You’re right,” Mom whispers. 

      She doesn’t even try to defend her decision as to why she didn’t teach us or even just tell us about our heritage. She just sits there, waiting for my explosion. I can’t do it. I can see...literally see...the waves of pain coming off of her. I move enough to hug her tightly, my actions saying more than my words ever could of how I feel about the situation. 

      Blair lets out a deep breath. “Okay, that part is over with, thank God. Now, onto more important matters. Are you teaching them now, Christina?” 

      Mom shakes her head as I let go. “I haven’t started.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand why you can’t just fix it,” Holly grumbles as she and I watch Mom and Angie closely the next afternoon. 

      “Holly, you have like a week left,” I tell her. 

      “Yeah, but Halloween hits before that since it’s only two days away. I would be a lot sexier without this attached to my leg.” She gestures angrily to her cast resting on a pillow on top of the coffee table.

      “It’s best to heal on its own. Otherwise, something could backfire and permanently damage it,” Angie explains. 

      Holly crosses her arms and pouts, looking for all the world like an angry toddler, upset she didn’t get the toy she wanted, especially with the sparkly top she’d chosen for today shining in the light from the room. “What’s the use of the magic if you are too afraid to use it?”

      Mom rounds on her. “You made Mel by accident, Holly. What if I had come home and instead of finding a caramel Hellhound, I found my daughters both possessed by a demon or even worse, dead!” 

      I gulp even though mom isn’t going off on me. Her point is very valid. 

      “Sorry,” Holly mutters. 

      Mom steps close enough to reach out and smooth her hand along Holly’s hair. “If I had raised you the way I was raised, you would know all of this already and be into more advanced magic that would hold your attention. I couldn’t risk it when you girls were growing up. You might have told your friends. Now, you are in a town where you can safely do these things, and you have a lot of catching up to do.” 

      I get off of the couch. “I’m going upstairs.” Mom straightens and looks as if she’s going to start in on me next. “I’m going to practice, I promise. I just need some time alone right now.” 

      “Go ahead,” Angie says as if I’m asking her for her permission. She grins and waves her hand letting a glowing sphere appear above it. I’ve watched the move quite a few times already, and I think I can do it. I give her a wave and head up the stairs, going into my room and closing the door. 

      Holly’s comment about Halloween runs through my mind and I smile, heading for the closet. It doesn’t take me long to change out of my slip dress and flats and into the dress, boots, and hat—which I put on with a flourish, while saying, “I’ll get you my pretty, you and your little dog, too.” It may not be the exact line from Wizard of Oz, but it’s how I remember it. I finish it off with my best witch cackle then sigh. “Why can’t we just stick with what we like?” A wave of energy goes through me and across the room before dissipating. I frown and look around for anything that might have changed, but nothing is immediately noticeable. Then I walk over to the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my bedroom door. My hair is standing on end like that stupid flower again—even the hair which is under the hat—and I’m afraid to touch anything because I know I’m about to get zapped. 

      Might as well get it over with, Phaedra. Letting out a whine in anticipation of the pain, I reach out for the metal doorknob with my index finger, but I chicken out at the last second and pull my hand back. There’s got to be some way to get rid of this. Sighing in disgust, I put my hands on my hips and face the mirror as if I’m a superhero. “I wish it was some kind of superpower.” Lowering my voice, I pretend to be an announcer, “Static Electricity Woman is here to save the day.” 

      “Phaedra, could you come down here?” Mom calls from downstairs. 

      “I’ll be right down,” I answer. Then, without thinking, I walk to the door and grab hold of the handle. I thought the spark between Ian and myself was large. This makes that look puny by comparison. It feels like someone has just punched me with an uppercut to the chin, and I’m thrown backward from the door as if launched by an invisible force. I slam into the wall next to my bed and then slide down it to knock over my bedside table on my way to the floor. I sit there in a daze as the sound of rushing footsteps fills my aching head. My door is thrown open, and Mom, Mel, and Angie all peer in at me. 

      “Baby, what happened?” Mom rushes toward me. 

      I throw my hand up, “Don’t touch me! I’m charged.” 

      “Hoo boy,” Angie says, crossing her arms to protect her hands as Mom skids to a stop. 

      I climb to my feet slowly and notice as I do, I’m not being shocked by the things I’m touching. “Or maybe the blast got it all out of me.” 

      “I don’t think so,” Angie tells me with a grin, lifting her hand and circling it around her face to let me know my hair is still sticking up everywhere. “How are you even keeping your hat on?” 

      “I have no clue,” I admit. “Some weird stuff has been happening to me, and I thought it was just my imagination, but this is beyond normal static electricity.” 

      “Are you hurt?” mom asks, ignoring everything else. “Are you bleeding? Is anything sprained or fractured?”

      I do a quick mental checkup of myself. “I think I’m okay. I don’t think I cut anything, and nothing hurts like a sprain or fracture.” I pause. “You wanted me downstairs?” 

      Mom looks relieved. “Yes, we need some milk for making dinner. Would you mind getting some?” 

      I shake my head no and go to pull the hat off. 

      “You don’t need to change. Lots of people are already dressing up around here. I think you look cute,” Mom tells me, and Angie nods her agreement. 

      “Hah, trying to butter me up?” I ask, dropping my hand from the hat. 

      “Is it that obvious?” Mom teases with a grin. I simply raise an eyebrow in answer and she laughs.

      “Sure, I’ll go for you.” I turn and grab my purse, then leave through the, thankfully, open door. 

      “Are you okay?” Holly asks as I come down the stairs with Mel trailing me. She’s standing at the bottom step, leaning hard on her crutches. “What happened?” 

      “Static electricity buildup,” I tell her. 

      She winces. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” I pause, and she moves so I can step down. 

      “Thanks for the store run. I thought we had half a gallon left, but look.” She turns and gestures to the milk container, which is almost empty. 

      “We’ve had a lot going on. I’ll be back in a bit. Need me to pick up anything else?”

      “I made a list,” Holly says, going over to the refrigerator and handing it to me. She seems to wait for something but doesn’t say anything as I tuck it into my purse. 

      I turn and walk out, hearing her tell Mel to stay. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The drive to the store is uneventful, and I’m starting to relax and put the event behind me. After parking, I dig the list out of my purse and peruse it to see what Holly needs. “That little brat,” I say with a laugh as I see my sister has added ‘everything’ to the grocery list. “That’s what she was waiting for. She wanted to see my reaction.” I grab my phone and text her. 

      P: You little brat.

      H: :P

      I lock the car and head inside. The order is small, and I can use one of the handheld baskets, so I grab one on the way in. I make it through the produce area without any mishap, adding some bananas to my basket. As I turn the corner onto the bread aisle, I pause at the bagels. “Hah, everything bagels. Gotcha, Holly!” I’m still giggling as I turn the corner to see the next aisle is set up with seasonal items, and this one has any Halloween item I can think of crammed in. There is everything from kids’ costumes to dog toys. From paper napkins to goblets which look like crystal but are probably plastic. I can feel power surging within me, and I don’t know what to do. Mom hasn’t gotten that far in my training yet. 

      Something soft hits my right hip area, and I freeze then twist enough I can see an orange pumpkin dog toy made out of cloth has attached itself to me. “What the—?” I say as I reach back to try and pull it off. It refuses to budge. I can’t even move it enough to see if it has some kind of velcro that is caught in the material of my dress. Where it’s located, it looks like some deranged bunny rabbit tail has gotten high on drugs and decided to move positions. 

      Giving up, I take two more steps and am bombarded by a pair of red, plastic devil horns. The band heads for my neck, becoming like a choker necklace. I drop the plastic basket I’ve been carrying and put both hands up to try and pull it off. What is going on? “Gah!” I stomp my booted foot in frustration, and a rainbow clown wig wiggles threateningly on the shelf. 

      “No, no, no, no, no!” I yelp, but it’s too late. It forms itself like a clamshell bra to my right breast. As I try to pull it off, I feel a pinch on my butt and reach backward. A pair of plastic vampire fangs have attached themselves by biting into my butt. Is this some kind of curse? 

      “Miss, are you all right?” a gangly, teenaged boy asks from the other end of the aisle. 

      “I can’t make it stop. Stuff is sticking to me,” I tell him. As if to prove my point, a plastic ax from a kid’s executioner’s costume soars at me. I duck, and it flies past, then swings around as if an invisible force catches the handle and places it neatly on my back with the blade side up and the handle tilted toward my right hand for easy access. If I was a young boy, this would be awesome. But I’m not. I’m a twenty-year-old woman who doesn’t need to be playing with toys, or having them stick to her. 

      “If you can’t leave the merchandise here, you’ll have to pay for it,” he informs me. 

      “Well, this is certainly a new way to attempt to shoplift, don’t you think?” I snark back at him. “Hmm, where did she hide all of that stuff? Oh yeah, it’s visible all over her!” I huff and bend down, grasping the plastic basket and straighten up. “Don’t worry, I’ll pay for it all.” As I pass him, I add, “Idiot. Show some compassion next time.” I’m ticked, and it shows as a shelf full of plastic jack o’ lanterns begins to fling themselves at him and me. A blue one lands upside down on the top of my witch hat, and I don’t even try to remove it, just adding it to my list of things to buy. I rush for the register. 

      Apparently, my affliction isn’t limited to the Halloween aisle. By the time I reach the register, I have a potted plant stuck to my left calf, and I can commiserate with Holly a little on having to drag her leg around. A cigarette lighter is standing upright on my wrist next to where the face of my watch is. I worry it will decide to turn on or explode. A nail care set is stuck on the outside of my right arm, and a magazine tries to cover my face but only manages to go from the nose down. Of course, it has to be one of those ones that tells fake stories, not something interesting. I don’t know what all is on my back, but I feel like I’ve gained twenty pounds in the last few minutes. 

      Other customers and employees have noticed the situation and are trying to get out of my way. I hear them cry out when things zoom past or even hit them. Slamming the plastic basket down on the conveyor belt makes a display of gift cards jump, and I eye them warily. “Hurry up, please. I’m sorry, I don’t know how to stop it.” 

      The cashier begins quickly ringing up what I set on the belt. As I put the empty basket down underneath the end of the register, it hits me. 

      “I forgot the milk.” As one, every person around me turns to look at the sign for the dairy section, which is all the way across the store, literally as far from here as can be and still be inside the building. 

      “I’ll get it!” a number of people volunteer. 

      “Thank you, a gallon of two percent, please.” 

      As they argue over who is fastest to go get the milk, the cashier pops the gum in her mouth, picks up a portable scanner, and walks out of the part of the register where employees stand and over to me. “Turn around and spread your arms, and I’ll start ringing you up.” 

      I swallow my embarrassment and turn, facing the people behind me. One of the teenagers had run off to get the milk by the time I turned around. I lift my arms, feeling like I’m about to be frisked. 

      “Want me to tell you what I’m ringing up?” she asks. Her tone says she doesn’t think I’m telling the truth about not knowing how to stop it. 

      “Naw, just go ahead and ring it up. Nothing I can do about it anyway.”

      “I hope you have ID,” she says. 

      “Yes,” I tell her, praying there’s nothing I need to be twenty-one to buy, or I’m going to be out of luck. I lower my arms and dig into my purse, pulling out my wallet and then the ID. Even as I’m doing this, more and more items are flying my way. 

      “You really need to get this under control,” she tells me, popping her gum again. “Or have a lot of money.” 

      “I’ll get it under control,” I promise. I hope I can keep my promise because I don’t even know if I can drive like this. I’ll be sitting on whatever is on my back as it is. 

      “Here’s your milk. I got the furthest date I could find,” the teenager assures me, setting it down on the conveyor belt and being hit by a box of tampons for his trouble. I wince as it hits him, then dig out a five-dollar bill and give it to him as the tampons lodge against my stomach. 

      “I’m so sorry about all of this.” 

      “It’s a’right. Now I have a cool story to tell my friends.” He salutes and goes back further into the store to avoid being hit again. I notice the others have taken shelter as well. And some of the items coming at me are normally kept in locked cases, so how that is happening, I have no idea. 

      The cashier scans the milk and hands me what items she could bag. “Let’s go,” she tells me. 

      “I haven’t paid yet.”

      “Just walk with me to the door.” 

      I shrug and follow her to the door. As I go, an entire display of birthday balloons leaves the flower and balloon area and attaches to me. I groan because those things can be expensive. We make our way to my car, and as I get within a few feet of it, things finally stop coming out of the store after me. I grow hopeful and attempt to pull one of the items off but have no luck. 

      She nods her head. “Good, now we can get a total.” She tries her gun, but of course, it’s too far for it to get the signal, so I dig in my purse and give her a small tablet and a pen. She proceeds to write down what she needs to ring up and gives me a look.

      “I’ll wait here,” I promise. I open my wallet and pull out all of the bills and a credit card. “Here, use the cash first, please.” 

      Shaking her head at my plight, she pops her gum again. “You Christina’s girl?”

      “Yes, the oldest. My name is Phaedra.” That reminds me. “Oh, you still have my ID.” 

      She checks her pockets. “It must be on the register. I’ll bring it out for you.” 

      “Thank you.” I look at her nametag. “Juanita.”

      Juanita smiles. “You’ll get the hang of it, Phaedra.” She gives me a finger gun salute accompanied by popping her gum to make it sound like a gunshot then she heads inside. I unlock the driver’s door and attempt to get inside. I do manage to get the bag with the non-stuck items into the car as well as the gallon of milk. Groaning, I futilely try to pull some of the items off to be able to squeeze inside. It’s a no-go situation. I pull my phone out of my purse and call home.

      Mom answers on the second ring. “Hello.” 

      “Mom, I need some help. I’m okay. It’s not life-threatening.” 

      “What’s going on, Phaedra?”

      “Here’s your receipt, your card, and your ID,” Juanita says, coming up to me. “How are you going to drive like that?” 

      I pull the phone away from my ear. “Thank you, Juanita. I have no idea. I’m talking to mom right now.” 

      “Hi, Christina!” Juanita says loudly enough mom should be able to hear her. “You may want to ask someone with a pickup truck to come get your daughter.” She laughs. “I’m kidding.” 

      “Mom, that’s actually a great idea. Do you know anyone with a pickup truck?” I ask mom as Juanita waves and heads back inside. 

      “Well, yes, honey. Will you tell me what’s going on now?”

      “There’s so much stuff stuck to me I can’t get into the car, much less drive. Mom, I’m so embarrassed.” My throat clogs up with tears now the audience of the employees and other customers are no longer watching me. 

      “Okay, just relax. I’ll call someone, and we’ll be there as soon as we can.” Mom hangs up before telling me who it will be. 

      I wind up standing next to the car for almost a half-hour before an old, faded, red-and-white pickup truck pulls up behind my car. Ian smiles at me from the driver’s seat, and Mom climbs out of the passenger seat. 

      “Oh, honey.” 

      I gasp and bend, trying to hide the box of tampons from Ian’s view. 

      I hear the other door close, and I know he’s coming around the truck. “Why are you bent over? Are you hurt?” Ian asks. 

      “No, I’m all right.” 

      “I don’t know how this happened, but I’m happy to help,” Ian promises. 

      “Let’s just get you home, and then we’ll get this figured out,” mom says as she moves to the back of the truck and lowers the tailgate.

      “You can’t reverse it?” I ask, looking at mom from my bent-over position. 

      “I’m afraid I don’t know the spell for that,” mom admits. 

      Arms catch me up in a bridal-style hold and lift me, merchandise and all up into the bed of the truck. As I turn to face the front of the truck, I hear him do an intake of breath followed by a soft snort, and when I glance at his face, it’s to see he’s trying not to laugh. 

      “Don’t make fun of me, Ian!” I growl out. 

      “I’m not. I’m not. Just...there’s a box of condoms right next to a pregnancy test on your lower back.” 

      Turning red, I try to hide the visible part of my face with my hand. I grumble to myself as I push the balloons out of my vision so I can sit down. At least there’s a blanket here. Honestly, I can’t feel it much through all of the stuff attached to my butt. 

      “Phaedra, do you have the car keys?” Mom asks, and I realize she’s here not only to try and help me but also to drive the car home.

      “I think they’re still in the door of the car.” 

      “Got them.” 

      Her voice is cut off by the slamming of the tailgate, and Ian walks around the side closest to me. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. Reaching out, he strokes his finger along my cheek, pushing a page of the magazine out of the way. “I’m glad to see you again.”
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      I give Ian a small smile, but then I realize he can’t see it. “Thanks.” 

      He lowers his hand and looks over at mom who is in the driver’s seat of our car and ready to go. “I need to move so she can get out. If you need anything, just tap on the window, okay?”

      “Okay.” 

      He climbs into the cab of the truck, and I can hear and feel the motor start. He takes off, making sure not to drive recklessly and send me flying. It’s not as easy to hang on as I thought it would be since I have things in between my bottom and the bed of the truck. I can feel a metal cylinder stuck vertically on my butt and trying to give me a wedgie. I don’t know who was controlling the spell, but they sure seemed intent on embarrassing me. 

      Mom pulls out and follows behind us. 

      I spend most of the ride fighting the balloons and magazine pages to be able to see anything. Ian stops the truck at our house and kills the engine. He lowers the tailgate then the truck dips as he leaps onto the bed from the ground and picks me up again. 

      “I can walk, Ian.” 

      “I know.” Ignoring my attempts to get free, he leaps down from the truck and carries me up the steps, finally setting me down on the porch.  

      I reward him with a smile which I have to lift the magazine page for him to see, and he grins, making his eyes light up. My heart flutters. I wonder if we were lovers when I was Agatha.

      The door opens, and Holly blinks as she sees me. “Wow, Fae.” 

      “I know.” Sighing, I move past her and into the house. “I can never shop there again.” 

      She turns and follows me inside, with Mom and Ian following behind her. “Did you do something to make this all stick to you?” she asks. 

      “Nothing. I went from the produce area into the seasonal area and...” I pause and turn enough to locate the dog toy. “This started it.” I squeeze it, and it squeaks, and next thing I know, Mel is trying to pull it free. Instead of it coming off for her, she’s just pulling me. “Mel, stop it!”

      “What’s holding it on?” Holly asks, bending to look. “There’s nothing. Not a thing that should make it stay on.” She stands upright and pulls Mel back from me. “Stop, we’ll get it off of her for you.” 

      “Magic,” Mom insists. “I’ll need to make some calls. In the meantime, see if anything will come off.” She moves to the living room, leaving me to go into the kitchen and give it a shot. 

      “Maybe take the dress off,” Ian suggests, having followed Holly and me through. 

      Holly is behind me, and she cackles with laughter. “Condoms, a pregnancy test, an avocado-slicer. Is this a ketchup packet? Yes, it exploded, though. Make sure you don’t sit on the couch, or Mom will be ticked off. And a canister of Pam Cooking Spray. I can use more.”

      “The ketchup packet was probably in the truck. Sorry about that,” Ian apologizes.

      “It’s like something took my worst nightmares about stuff and made it all happen at once,” I tell them both. “And all those people saw me, and they’re probably afraid of me now.” 

      “Hey, it’s going to be alright,” Ian says gently, hugging me to him. I go into his arms as if I’m meant to be there. The box of tampons presses further into my stomach as our bodies try to touch.

      “Lift your right foot like those women do in the movies, Fae,” Holly commands, and I turn my head to glare at her. She simply points down. I look to see a long string of toilet paper coming from my right shoe because, of course, it should be that way...

      When I lift my foot, she pulls. It separates at the perforation closest to my heel, but the square still sticks to me while the rest comes off in her hand. 

      “Okay, some of my friends are on their way over, girls. We’ll get this sorted out,” Mom assures us after hanging up. She approaches. “Any luck?”

      “Not unless the item rips,” Holly reports. 
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        * * *

      

      “How much longer?” I ask hours later. Because of where everything is situated, I’m not comfortable sitting or lying down. My only choice is to stand, and I’m worn out. I can’t even take my boots or hat off.

      “I don’t have an answer for you, honey. I’m sorry. I thought they would be here already,” mom tells me, reaching out to caress my hair then wincing when the static buildup crackles dangerously. 

      Mel took Holly up to bed over two hours ago. I look over as Mel comes back down the stairs and moves to my side. She sniffs at the dog toy. 

      “I’m sorry, Mel, it’s still stuck.” Mel gives a small wag of her tail then moves behind me, poking her head through my legs. “Silly girl,” I tell her with a grin. I realize she’s not being silly when her body lifts me, so I’m sitting on her back much like on a horse’s back. The relief my feet feel is instantaneous even if they are still touching the floor, and I moan out a thank you, but Mel isn’t finished yet. Her neck grows and widens until I can lean forward against her, resting my torso. I lean forward, and I realize wherever something is poking into her, the caramel shifts, so neither of us is uncomfortable. Her body rises higher until my legs are completely off of the floor, and then she settles down, having made her body larger to allow her to lay down, looking much like a horse would instead of her normal dog form. “Thank you,” I whisper gratefully as I close my eyes just for a moment.
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        * * *

      

      “Goodness!” a voice says.

      “Shh, you’ll wake her up,” a second voice hisses in a loud whisper. 

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a thing,” a third voice pipes in. 

      “Can you not let her sleep?” Ian asks, his deep voice held to a whisper as well. 

      “I’m awake,” I mutter as I try to force my eyes open. I can tell someone covered me with a blanket while I was asleep. No matter what I do, I can’t seem to open my eyes. “Coffee?”

      “Later, rest now,” Ian commands in a gentle tone. 

      “Mmkay.” It’s one command I’m happy to obey and relax back into sleep

      Finally getting my eyes to open a little later, I find it’s daylight which means I’ve been asleep most of the night, and it’s the day before Halloween. 

      “I don’t know if you can drink this with that magazine stuck to your face,” Holly says from the kitchen table. “And you definitely can’t return it now.” 

      “Leave your sister alone,” Ian says in his deep voice as he comes around Mel to offer me the cup of coffee Holly is talking about.

      I give him a shy smile which is totally lost behind the magazine. I sit up further and accept the cup with my right hand, lifting the magazine with my left. It’s tricky, but I manage to drink it without spilling much. Once the caffeine has had a chance to work some, I look around for who was speaking earlier. “Where are they?”

      “Who?” Holly asks.

      “Mom said she was calling her friends to help, and I heard voices, but I couldn’t wake up. I’m assuming those voices were the witch friends.”

      “I didn’t see anyone, and Mom already went to work,” Holly explains. 

      My eyes move to Ian. “What about you?”

      “There were some women here very late last night, but they left already.” 

      His words hit me then. They left. I pull at the magazine, which is still attached to my face, but it doesn’t come free. They left. Not a word to me. They just left.

      “What about this?” I ask in panic, using my hands to indicate my own body. “I can’t go around with this stuff all stuck to me!” 

      “We could tell people your costume is a grocery store,” Holly tries. 

      “I told them to let you sleep,” Ian tells me warily. “They were going to experiment on you while you were sleeping. You were so exhausted you couldn’t really respond.” 

      “Why were you even here?” I demand, crossing my arms and then turning red when I feel the fibers of the clown wig against my wrist. I ignore it and continue on with my rant. “Mom doesn’t let boys stay overnight!” 

      “What are we, ten?” Holly demands. “It’s not like he could do anything with you like that anyway. Ian, just ignore her. I’m glad you were here to help out. It let Mom get some sleep before she had to go to work.”

      He simply nods a thank you at Holly, then looks back at me. “I’m not a boy. I’m a man. I stayed because I was worried about you.”

      “Well, don’t be! I didn’t have you in my life to protect me before, and I don’t need you now.” Both of us are breathing hard by the end of my sentence and his expression is filled with guilt and pain. “Just get out!”

      Holly and I watch as he looks at us both, then nods before leaving. He doesn’t even slam the door behind him like I would have done. He closes it softly. 

      “Fae, what’s the matter with you?” Holly says once he’s gone. 

      I want to have some kind of answer. I truly do. 
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, cotton balls,” Holly says a little later as she’s again trying to pull things off of me. “I knew I forgot something when I made the list.”

      “Glad I thought of them,” I tell her in a sarcastic tone. My mind is racing, trying to come up with why I’m treating Ian the way I am. Sure, he’d killed Agatha, but it wasn’t the ‘me’ now. And he’d sent the witches away after all that time waiting simply because he wanted me to rest. Did he not understand how hopeless my case was? She comes up behind me with a large Ziploc and begins transferring the cotton balls out of the bag stuck to my back. 

      “Maybe we can return some of this stuff once we get it off of you.” 

      “I hope so. Knowing I was having to spend all of the money was almost as bad as being embarrassed about having things stuck to me. I’m grateful the card didn’t decline. Could you imagine what would have happened then?”

      Holly hands me a tissue, and I use it to wipe at my eyes which have filled with tears. “I keep thinking I just want to go home, and then it hits me this is home now. There is no going back.” 

      “I know it’s rough right now, but we’ll get into a better situation. I mean, we have this roof over our head, and we have food and all of the utilities. Plus, mom has a friend again. And Angie’s not like those snobby women who used to call themselves Mom’s friends.” I know Holly is trying to cheer me up, and I’m grateful for it. 

      Mel moves underneath me, and I realize she’s been in the same position for hours while I rested. “Oh, I’m sorry. Mel, thank you so much for helping me.” She turns her head totally around like an owl and gives me a lick, then she just sorts of melts out from beneath me. It’s slow enough I’m able to put my feet onto the floor and stand up instead of falling down. 

      Holly holds her arms out for Mel. “Great job, girl, come give me a hug.” 

      Mel trots toward her and takes her hug, then she pulls free and goes over to the refrigerator. As we watch, she pulls the door open with her mouth and sticks her head inside. Some rustling commences, and then she backs out with the gallon of milk in her teeth. Setting it on the ground, she lifts a paw and turns it into a hand, then undoes the top. The same hand then lifts the container and pours some into her mouth before setting it back down, and she makes a happy sigh. 

      “What the heck? I didn’t know she could do that,” Holly says. “So, that’s where the milk went!”

      I go to answer, but suddenly I’m hit by a surge of power, and all I can do is cry out from the surprise of it. It doesn’t hurt, but it does tingle.

      “Phaedra!” Holly gasps.

      I notice she appears to be holding her head further and further back, so I tilt my head back to see why. The items are no longer sticking to me. They are now floating over my head. As if my viewing them is all that is needed to break the spell, or whatever is happening, they begin to plummet from the ceiling down onto me like rain. I don’t even have time to protect my face. They hit and then bounce off, falling to the floor. The balloons are the exception. They stay up on the ceiling because of the regular helium and not the magic. Thank goodness there were no knives or scissors in the mess. 

      Mel barks happily and gets up, knocking the still open milk over as she scrabbles for the dog toy which has rolled under the kitchen table. 

      “I’m going to shower,” I say and leave the room, letting Holly deal with the mess from Mel. 
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        * * *

      

      I come downstairs now dressed in comfortable clothing and a pair of slippers with my hair still damp from my shower. My dress has been added to what was in my basket and is ready to go into the washer. It needs it after yesterday’s activities. 

      I’m surprised to see the kitchen is spotless from the spilled milk and the remnants of my trip to the store. Holly is in the living room watching TV with Mel on the couch next to her. Mel is happily playing with the pumpkin, but she lifts her head to look at me, mid-squeak. 

      Holly doesn’t even turn her head. “Mom called to check on you. She was happy when I told her the stuff had come off of you. She said you should eat something because your energy might be low.”

      “Thanks. And good job on cleaning up the kitchen.”

      Holly laughs, turning her head to look at me with a smile. “Mel cleaned up the milk all on her own.”

      “Oh, she was that thirsty, eh?”

      “Nope, she used osmosis.” 

      “Huh.” You would think hearing the caramel Hellhound used osmosis to soak up spilled milk would throw me for a loop. But, after everything I’ve experienced, I just don’t seem to be astounded by the fact. I make my way to the basement and start the load before heading back up to the kitchen to fix some breakfast. Holly has gone back to her show. While showering and starting the laundry, I had plenty of time to think. “If mom calls again, will you ask her for Ian’s contact information? I owe him an apology.”

      “Sure.”
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      Halloween morning decides to announce itself with a bang. Literally. I jump at the sudden clap of thunder that is so close, the house shakes. A glance at my clock tells me the sun should have just been rising at this hour, but, of course, I can’t see it due to the overcast and turbulent sky. I sit up as a bolt of lightning forks across the sky horizontally. Thunder follows almost immediately, making me realize the storm is very close to us. I hadn’t even been able to count between them. 

      Climbing out of bed and going to the window, I check to see how bad things are outside. It’s windy, but there is no rain as of yet. Hopefully, it will stay that way and not rain. Holly deserves to have a good time at the party tonight. 

      Another flash of lightning fills the air, and I can actually feel the spark of electricity fill my room. I mutter, “Oh no,” before my hair all stands out straight, and I know I’m charged again. What sucks is I don’t know what happened last time to get it to go away. Mom had told me she and a group of her friends were working a spell to make the stuff fall off of me, but I’d been wondering if I hadn’t managed it myself and just wasn’t aware of how. 

      I sigh in disgust at my situation and just take myself back to my bed while thunder fills the air. I’m not hungry enough to face all of the metal I would touch between here and the kitchen. As I pull the blanket back over my shoulder, the sky lets loose with more lightning, and I’m shocked when everything goes dark. I’m no longer in my room. I’m in the backseat of a car. The car is vaguely familiar, and though I should find it comforting, I don’t. Panting and screams sound over the loud thuds of the thunder outside, and nothing but the lightning and the interior lights of the car break the darkness. 

      “It’s too strong. I’m not going to make it, Richard!” Mom cries out, pain racing through her voice. She’s on her back, laying across the backseat, and I’m crouched on the floor next to her, trying to soothe her. 

      “Just a little further, baby. Just a little further,” Dad croons to her, but the motion of the car comes to a sudden halt, and I’m sent colliding into the back of the driver’s seat. Mom cries out again, holding her stomach with both hands. 

      I feel intense energy fill the car as Mom screams in pain and tries to curl up. 

      “Richard!” Mom yells again. “I can’t have her now. It’s too early!” 

      I know I need to do something. I don’t like the way mom is yelling. She’s frightening me, and Dad is busy driving. I climb back to my feet and reach out to her, placing my hands on her tummy where the electricity is coming from the most. As my second hand is set on her, the electricity fills me, and my hair stands on end. 

      “No, Phaedra, let go!” Mom yells in distress as the spark fills the car with bright light. I close my eyes, but I can still see the light from behind my lids. Finally, it stops, and I open my eyes. 

      Mom sobs as she reaches out and pulls me into her arms. “What have you done, baby? What have you done?” 

      The door opens, and Dad is there, looking in at us. “Christina?” he asks.

      “She absorbed my powers, Richard.” 

      I gasp and sit up. I absorbed Mom’s powers? I couldn’t have been more than two there because mom was still pregnant with Holly. How could a two-year-old absorb a grown witch’s powers?

      Rising from my bed, I ignore the potential danger of touching any metal and rush from my room. I doubt the others are up yet. I go to Mom’s door and knock on it. “Mom?” 

      “Yes, honey?” Mom calls from inside. 

      She doesn’t sound too sleepy, so she must have woken from the storm but just hadn’t left the room yet. I wince and reach for her knob, relieved when nothing shocks me. I twist it and step into her room. She’s lying in bed and reading, enjoying a morning off from work. I almost don’t want to ruin her mood because she smiles as she looks over. Almost. It has to be done. 

      “Mom, why did we leave here when I was little?” I ask, trying to lead into it and give her a chance to tell the truth. 

      “I told you why—” she starts but stops when I shake my head. 

      “I took your powers, didn’t I?” 

      Her gasp is all the answer I need. 

      “How is that even possible?” I ask, my voice cracking as my eyes fill with tears, and she pats the bed. 

      “Honey, we still don’t have all of the answers, but you saved your sister that day,” she tells me once I’m settled beside her with my head against her chest, listening to her heartbeat. “I was being overwhelmed with power, and if you hadn’t done that, I would have given birth in the car. It was too early for Holly to have lived. I couldn’t be prouder of you than I am, sweetie, but knowing what you did would have put you in danger from the coven. They would have seen you as a threat which could steal their powers, too.” 

      She rubs my back as she talks, and it’s so calming. 

      “And I’m not a threat now?” I ask. 

      “Now, you understand what you are doing. I can’t give you all of the training you need by myself.” 

      “Because I took your magic,” I fill in quietly as she pauses. 

      “Not all of it, but most of it. I’m still able to do little things.” 

      “Like the glamour and stopping Mel?”

      “Yes, exactly. And some spells don’t require magic, only ingredients.”

      “How could you not be angry to have lost it?” I tilt my head to look up into her eyes but still keep my ear against her chest. 

      “Because I had you and Holly and your father, and it was simply enough.” She pauses. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starved.” 

      “Let’s go get some breakfast.” 
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        * * *

      

      Mel brings Holly down a little later as mom and I are sitting at the table, working on the omelets Mom made. Mine is loaded with spinach, mushroom, cheese, and ham, while hers is pretty much just cheese. “Something smells wonderful,” she says and uses her crutches to get off of Mel’s back and down onto a kitchen chair. “And what’s with the storm? I didn’t think we were supposed to get anything today. I hope it doesn’t rain.” 

      “I hope it doesn’t, either,” I say. 

      “Holly, omelet?” mom offers. 

      “Please.” 

      Mom rises and goes to the refrigerator, pulling out ingredients to make one for Holly. “Phaedra, fill Holly in on what we discussed.” 

      I nod to her, then look back at Holly. “I remembered something this morning...”

      As Holly works on the omelet mom made for her, we talk over what I’ve told her. “So, what did you do with mom’s magic? Could you give it back?” 

      I haven’t thought about that, and I look at mom, “What do you think?” 

      “I honestly don’t know. I’ll talk to the others and see what they say.”

      “Speaking of the others, why didn’t they stay and help me?” I ask as mom sits back down to her breakfast.

      “They were afraid of Ian.”

      “Ian’s harmless,” Holly says, scoffing at the fact these unknown witches would be afraid of him. “He’s a big sweetheart.” 

      He’s nowhere close to harmless. A quick flash of him flying toward me with eyes glowing has me setting my fork down. Just as it hits the edge of my plate, I feel a bump against my leg and look at Holly to see her looking behind me. Mom is also looking, and her expression is tense. 

      Turning, I see the dress is behind me, floating as if being worn by an invisible woman. The hat floats above it, almost as if it is perched on top of the head of the figure none of us can see. I back up enough to get free of my seat at the table and turn, putting myself in between the dress and my family. I have a second to wonder why Mel isn’t reacting to this phenomenon. 

      The right sleeve lifts and aims toward me. I shake my head no. Whatever it wants, I want no part of it. The sleeve then motions as if to say, ‘come on,’ then begins floating upstairs. 

      “If you follow that dress, bad things could happen,” Holly says in a scary whisper. 

      “I don’t think so. The dress could be trying to warn you,” Mom argues. “I’ll come with you.” 

      “Don’t leave me down here by myself!” Holly grabs her crutches and climbs to her feet. 

      Mel also rises and moves so Holly can get onto her back. She’s acting almost as if something is telling her what to do. As a group, we climb the stairs all the way into the attic. It’s been a few days since Angie was up here, and the attic has already been visited by spiders making their webs. We watch as the dress floats over to the far-left corner then stops, and the sleeve points at some wooden boxes meant to store paintings or large pictures. 

      “Creepy,” Holly whispers. 

      Thunder fills the air as I step close to the boxes. The dress moves to the side a bit and indicates just one of the boxes. 

      “Together,” Mom says and grasps an end of the one we need to move to get to the desired one. 

      I take the other end, and we pull, moving it far enough out of the way we have access to the box the dress is still pointing at. “Okay, we get it. You want us to look in that one,” I tell it wryly. Mom and I lay the box down onto its side, and she begins undoing some latches I hadn’t noticed. 

      The dress moves as Mom opens the lid and waits, not pointing any longer. I step around to see as mom reveals a painting of this house which must have been done long ago. Mom lifts it to hand it to me, revealing the next painting. I hold the painting of the house as we both look down at the next one. 

      “What is it?” Holly asks from where she’s perched on Mel’s back. 

      “A group of women,” I say, my heart climbing into my throat. I know one of them. 

      “It’s a coven but from before our time,” Mom adds. “See, this one is probably the leader because she’s painted more into the foreground.” She gestures to the familiar woman. 

       “Mother Mildred,” I whisper, and the dress falls to the floor, hat falling to land on top of it. I guess now the message was sent, they were no longer needed. 

      “How do you know their names, Fae?” Holly asks, urging Mel closer so she can see the painting. 

      I turn and set the painting of the house down, and when I look back, Mom is staring at me, her eyes filled with worry. “Mom?”

      “When you were Agatha, was Mother Mildred there?” 

      “Yes, she’s the one that handed me the bowl of...whatever it was I was trying to put on Gideon.” 

      “That’s me!” Holly says in excitement, interrupting mom’s train of thought. “In the back by the tree.” 

      I peer down at the painting, and sure enough, Holly is there by the very oak that Gideon—Ian—was tied to. 

      Mom is quiet, and I look back at her to see her fist clench. 

      “Mom?” 

      Holly looks away from the painting and toward mom as mom swallows hard. 

      “Mother Mildred betrayed her coven. She turned them into the townsfolk and was burned at the stake right along with the rest of them for her efforts.” She pauses. “Only one witch wasn’t burned at the stake, because she was already dead, killed by a wolf.”

      “Whoa, so how come I’m not remembering my past lives like Phaedra is?” Holly asks. 

      “Maybe because of how you died back then,” I suggest. “Agatha was betrayed by Gideon. Don’t ask me how I know. I just do. She didn’t expect him to attack her.” 

      “He told you he couldn’t control himself when it happened,” Holly says, crossing her arms. “And it’s been a really long time. Can’t you forgive him?”

      “Phaedra, I don’t think you are remembering things and having episodes of uncontrollable magic because of Gideon, sweetie. You started this before you met him in this lifetime.” Mom cups my cheek and smiles, then laughs a little and wipes a smudge of dirt off she accidentally just put there. 

      All three of us laugh at her accidentally getting my cheek dirty, then I focus on what she has just said. “Do you think it’s because of something from that lifetime is left unfinished then?” 

      She nods. “I think you are remembering because you need to put right what was done back then.”

      I have no idea how I’m supposed to put that right. Maybe Gideon, er Ian, can clue me in on things I haven’t pieced together just yet. “I think I should call Ian,” I tell them. Mom nods, and I help her get the painting back into the box, then we put it back and the other one as well. On our way out, I grab the dress and hat. I’ll need them for the party tonight. 
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        * * *

      

      I hang up the phone. “Ian is busy, but he says he can be here tonight.” He’s told me he’s attending the same party Holly and I are going to, so at least we’ll know someone else there. 

      “That’s good. Maybe you can all ride together then,” Mom says. “Angie is going to be going back and forth between the two parties, so you might see her there.” 

      “She’s the one that invited us. Shouldn’t she be mostly at ours?” Holly asks. 

      Mel races for the door, but she’s not really barking. As if talking about her, summons her, Angie knocks on the front door. I go to answer it and smile at her. “Hey, come on in.” 

      “Thanks, this weather is odd, no?” Angie asks, stepping inside. She’s already in costume with a black, witchy dress on and a black witch hat that looks like it stepped out of Dr. Seuss. Blue and white horizontal-striped tights lead down to a pair of shoes that look like the ones pilgrims would have worn, except they are also blue to match the tights.  

      “Great costume!” Holly says with a laugh. “I love it.” 

      Angie grins and holds her hands out as if modeling it. As she does, it lights up with blue fairy lights, which match the tights and shoes. A blue sparkler starts going off from the point of the hat. I applaud along with my mom and sister, and Mel dances around her, barking and trying to catch the sparks. 

      “I thought I would come over and see if you need help with the costumes,” Angie explains once Mel calms down. 

      “Yes, please,” Holly tells her. “I’ve been trying to come up with something to cover the cast.” 

      “A glamour will work just fine. But remember, it’s just for looks. You still won’t be able to walk on it, and you’ll need to stay on Mel or use the crutches.” 

      “I promise.” 

      “Good, let me get to work on that.” Angie guides Holly to the couch in the living room.

      While they are working, mom takes me to the side to talk. “I want you to be careful tonight, Phaedra. I feel like something big is going to happen. Stick with Holly and Ian, okay?” 

      “I will,” I promise. I don’t blame her. I can sense it also. I almost wish she could be there, too, but then I remember she doesn’t have the powers she grew up with...because of me..., and that puts her in danger. “You be careful, too.”

      “I will. The coven will be stronger together.”
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      “Bye, mom!” Holly calls out hours later as we go out the door. I’m carrying a tray of tiny caramel Hellhounds Holly and I painstakingly cut out using a cookie cutter which mom and Angie manipulated for us. Ian holds the door for us, using the staff from his wizard costume to keep it open while Holly goes through on her crutches, and I follow. He reminds me of the Merlin from the cartoons with the long, white beard and his blue robe and hat, except his are covered with silver stars. 

      “Be safe, girls!” Mom calls after us. 

      “Where’s the pickup truck?” I ask Ian as I go outside past him. 

      “I thought it would be too crowded with three of us in the cab. This Jeep should be fine, and Mel can shrink down to fit.

      “That makes sense.” I wait while Ian lifts Holly into the backseat of the Jeep effortlessly through an open side window, and then Mel jumps in with her, shrinking down to fit in her lap. He adjusts her crutches and makes sure she’s comfortable before fastening the fabric top down to protect her from the weather, which has calmed down since this morning and is just a nice October Texan night.   

      I slide the plate of caramels into her waiting hands then climb into the passenger seat as he’s getting everything settled. Holly and I both look great in our costumes, and with the glamour, her cast isn’t visible at all. 

      Mom just had regular clothing on, and when Holly questioned her, she said she didn’t need to dress up as it wasn’t required. Angie nodded her agreement, so even though she was dressed up, it must have only been for our party. 

      Ian finishes up and climbs into the driver’s seat. “All set, ladies?” 

      Holly and I nod, and Mel gives a single bark which makes us all laugh. Ian starts the Jeep, and we’re off. 

      “Okay, have you two been in the dome yet?” Ian asks about ten minutes later. Other than some idle chat and singing along to the classic rock he has playing, we’ve been mostly silent. 

      “No.” My answer works for us both, and Holly’s silence has me looking back to see her eating one of the caramels. “Holly! Those are for the party.” 

      “No one is going to miss one,” she points out after moving the bite to her cheek, so she can speak clearly. “What dome?” she asks Ian, ignoring my glare. 

      “Did your mom or Angie tell you about MAR?” He looks at me then in the rearview mirror at Holly. “Okay, that’s a no.” He sighs. “It stands for Magical Alliance Refuge. It’s a place where all kinds of supernaturals can gather together or even live there without worrying about human interference.” 

      “So, we’re going to see some weird stuff,” I say, and he nods. 

      “Like dragons?” Holly asks, hope ringing through her tone. 

      He laughs. “Maybe not in this dome, but you never know. Anyway, I wanted to find out because passing through the entrance can feel odd to people who’ve never been there before.”

      “Does it hurt?” Holly whispers this as she lifts another caramel to her mouth without thinking. 

      “Holly!” I tell her sharply, and she sighs then looks at it. “I already touched it. No one else will want to eat it now.” Before I can argue, she shoves it into her mouth.

      I’m busy glaring at her and not watching where we are going, so I’m taken by surprise when it suddenly feels like I’m awash with power. I close my eyes and take in a breath, holding it. The power vanishes, and I look through the back window to see we definitely are not in the Texas I’m familiar with anymore. 

      Ian was right to call it a dome. It looks like a huge glass dome, and overhead is seawater. The closest large body of water it could be is the Gulf of Mexico! That’s at least four hours south of here. I can see large creatures swimming through it, though it’s hard to tell from this distance what they are. I’m guessing there is at least one whale or maybe a very large shark. 

      “Whoa,” Holly says, looking out the side window. 

      “What do you two think?” Ian asks with a grin as my head swivels back and forth, taking in everything. 

      “Amazing!” Holly says. 

      And she’s not wrong. I see all kinds of things I have only read about in books before. There’s a witch riding a broomstick and flying around in circles overhead. A man who looks to be half horse is racing across the path we are on. Ian honks twice and sticks his hand out the window in a wave, and the man waves back without missing a step. 

      “A minotaur!” Holly cries out, pointing to a man’s body with a Longhorn bull’s head.  “Texas-style,” she adds, noting his plaid shirt and blue jeans. 

      Ian laughs. “You sound like a commercial for barbecue sauce.” He pulls up next to what I can only call a Halloween village. It’s like a movie industry threw up here because there is anything and everything you can think of. A Dracula’s castle sits next to a small fair complete with rides and a bouncy house that looks like a giant jack o’lantern. A scary, deserted-looking motel has children of all sorts going up to the doors and knocking. They appear to be trick-or-treating because each door is opened by someone in different costumes. I even see an area for very young children geared more toward looking like a sweet shop than a Halloween attraction. 

      “That girl’s cotton candy is almost as big as she is,” Holly says, sticking her face against the plastic window to watch as we go by. The little girl is in a fairy costume. As we pass by, she waves one hand at us in greeting and flutters her little wings, then takes off. I stare after her with my mouth hanging open. 

      Ian pulls up and parks outside of what is supposed to a barn. “Here we are, ladies.” 

      “Thank you for bringing us. This looks like it’s going to be so much fun,” Holly says. 

      “I can say from experience these parties are usually a blast.” He gives us both a smile before exiting the Jeep. 

      I climb out on my side, and Mel follows, then grows to her normal size as she looks around, her ears perking up. By that time, Ian has Holly out and is ready to set her on Mel’s back. 

      “Fae, take the caramels?” Holly asks, holding them out to me. 

      I do, even as I nod my assent, too busy looking around at everything. Everyone seems so happy, and I can feel my spirits lift in reaction. 

      “Phaedra?” Ian says a moment later. I pull my eyes away from a Frankenstein-type creature walking with a female gargoyle tucked against his side to see that Ian has Holly all set. He smiles brilliantly at my distracted self. “You look like a little kid first discovering ice cream.”

      “This is way better.”

      He grins, and we go into the barn. I look around at the setting as we step inside. It’s like going back in time, seeing all of the old farming implements and the people dressed like they lived in that time period. We pass through the barn and out the other side, coming into what looks like a town square. 

      “Neat!” Holly says. “Look, Fae, it’s our house.” 

      I follow her point and see our house is there, but like it was in the painting, not like it is now. 

      “Let’s check it out,” she adds. 

      “Um, shouldn’t we find out where to put these?” I ask, trying to stall. 

      “After this place,” Holly insists and tells Mel to go there. 

      Ian looks back at me, his eyes full of questions. Can he sense my hesitation?

      “Guys, come on, it’s just a haunted house.” 

      He gives me an encouraging smile and turns back to follow Holly, leaving me to follow them or go off on my own. I’m definitely not going off on my own. 

      I follow behind her and Ian as they go toward it. As we walk, my chest is tightening with fear. Maybe it’s the screams of people around us who’ve been scared by someone popping out at them, or maybe it’s all in my mind. I pause in front of the house as Ian and Holly go up the steps. Sucking in a deep breath, I ascend the steps behind them, and we all go inside together. 

      The inside is nothing like it is now in real life. If it was like this, I would have refused to set foot inside, no matter how much Mom tried to coax me. The walls are black with soot, and it appears a fire has scorched the room, but most of it is still standing, just waiting to fall. What looks like blood spatter is sprayed on the walls, and it glows faintly, calling the eye to it. In the corner is a woman dressed like they were in Agatha’s time, but she’s inside a cage made of metal bars with spikes aimed in at her, so if she moves, she is pierced. 

      “Beware the betrayer, beware the yellow-eyed ones,” she intones in a loud whisper. “They are watching us all. No one is safe.” 

      “Creepy,” Holly says and urges Mel to go past her. 

      I turn sideways as I follow them, and she spots the tray. “Food! Please, I’m so hungry. Can you spare some for this witch?” I mutely shake my head and hurry after them even as she begins to make sobbing sounds. 

      Holly grins as I catch up to them. “That was so lifelike. This place is awesome.” 

      I wish I could agree with her. I can’t wait to get out of here. The longer I’m inside, the more my fear builds. I feel a hand touch mine, and I jump only to find out Ian has grasped it softly, and his touch is sending me waves of comfort. 

      “Okay?” 

      “I just want to get out of here,” I whisper. 

      “The exit is the kitchen door,” he promises. “The upstairs is just a façade. We’re almost through.” 

      “Okay, I can take it,” I say. 

      The kitchen looks like something out of a horror movie for sure. Entrails hang from the light in the ceiling; rats, cockroaches, and spiders scurry away from us. The refrigerator is open, showing a corpse stored inside. I gasp at that because the form looks like it could be Holly. I feel Ian pull me into a faster walk and let him lead me out back. 

      Holly comes down the back steps after us. “Did you see that? That thing looked like me.” She laughs evilly, pretending to be wicked and rubbing her hands together. 

      “Ian, is that you?” a deep voice asks. 

      I turn quickly, my heart thudding hard. 

      He jumps as I turn so fast. “I’m sorry, little lady, I didn’t mean to spook you. I just want to say hi to Ian.” He grins, and his sapphire-blue eyes glimmer with merriment. Blond hair kept almost in a military-cut tops his head. He’s dressed in an outfit that reminds me of Conan the Barbarian. I swear his sword looks real. 

      “It’s okay,” I promise. I realize I’m still holding the tray. “Caramel?”

      “Sure, thank you.” He smiles brilliantly before taking one from the tray. 

      “Torrin, this is Phaedra, and this is Holly and her familiar Mel. They are Christina’s daughters. Ladies, this is Torrin Grady.”

      “H-hi,” Holly stammers, watching him closely. Looks like someone has a crush.

      Torrin reaches out and takes her hand, kissing the back of it and making both of us melt. I can tell by the fact that her sigh matches mine. 

      “My lady, you are certainly the highlight of my night,” he tells her. She giggles, and the energy between them changes. Since when have I become an expert on reading energy?  He finally breaks the stare-down they have going on and looks at Ian. “Have you been to the reenactment yet?”

      “No, we’ve only been through there,” Ian tells him and gestures back at the house by raising his arm and pointing over his shoulder with his thumb. Ian is trying to hide it, but his energy changed when he heard that, and it’s much darker now. “I thought a full tour would make the girls happy. We may miss the reenactment.” 

      “Reenactment of what?” Holly asks. 

      “The night the coven tried to overpower him,” Torrin tells us before Ian does. 

      “No,” I say flat out. I won’t watch it again. It was too much the first time it happened to my past self and almost as bad as the flashback.”

      “I want to see it,” Holly says. 

      “I’ll take you, and Ian can take Phaedra around,” Torrin suggests. 

      “Okay, sounds good,” Holly says, belatedly looking at me to see what I think. 

      “I’ll take Phaedra to drop off this tray, and then we can look around while you two watch the reenactment, then we can meet back up here after,” Ian instructs. 

      “Sounds good,” Torrin says, and Holly gives a squeal. 

      I watch them walk off.  “Thank you for understanding, Ian.” 

      He gives a single nod. “I’ve never forgotten that night. Never stopped blaming myself for what happened to you.” 

      “Let’s drop this off and find somewhere to talk,” I tell him, finally ready to give a true apology if it is required. I told him I was sorry earlier, but only because it was expected of me.

      “It’s over there,” he tells me, showing me where to go. As we walk, he begins to talk to me. “I was in love with Agatha.” How can I feel jealous of myself right now? “But, it was forbidden for the witches to mate with the shifters. She and I both knew it, and we were trying to hide our feelings and never act on them.”

      “I see witches with other species here,” I tell him, gesturing around with my free hand. It’s true. There are witches of all sorts mingling with other creatures, all of them having fun. 

      “After the coven was destroyed, new laws were put into place to try and prevent it from ever happening again.” 

      I sigh and tuck the tray better against my chest. “It sucks that it took a bunch of people dying to make them see the error of their ways.”

      “Yeah, and not only did I kill Agatha, but I would have gone after the rest of them except the youngest of the witches hit me with some spell, knocking me out. When I woke up, I found out what had happened.”

      “Mom said Mother Mildred betrayed the coven to the villagers, and all of the witches were burned at the stake,” I say quietly, both in recalling what she said and because it just seems to be something you talk softly about. 

      “Yes, but it didn’t save her like she thought it would. She swore they had the wrong woman, but they knew she was lying. As she was burned, she cursed them all.”

      That’s the first I’ve heard of this. “What was the curse?” 

      He pauses, trying to think. “I can’t recall the exact words, but it’s something like they would all be stuck with powers they didn’t want—powers that would hurt them—and every time one of the original members died, the curse that person carried would divide itself among the others, finally overpowering them and killing them.” He pauses then nods as if answering himself. “And, it would travel down the generations until such time as every descendent from one of the original coven were dead, or one person voluntarily took all of the power unto themself as a sacrifice for the others.” 

      “Do you think it’s real?” 

      Ian nods. “I’ve seen evidence of it.”
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      As we leave after setting the tray of caramels down, Ian looks over at me. I’ve been quiet since he told me of the curse because I’ve been running different scenarios through my head of what I think might be happening. 

      “I didn’t mean to scare you by telling you about that—” he starts but is interrupted by a whole chorus of screams. The sound is coming from the area where the reenactment is going on. 

      “Holly,” I say in horror. I’ve never seen the reenactment, but I can tell this is not normal. I would be able to tell even if I hadn’t just seen Ian’s expression in reaction to the sounds. I know Mel will try her best to protect Holly, but she’s simply a caramel Hellhound, and going up against a witch is going to be hard for her. 

      “Stay here,” Ian tells me, dashing off. 

      “Absolutely not. My sister is over there!” I rush after him, heading for the disruption. By the time I catch up with him, he’s already parting a crowd of onlookers, so it’s easier for me to slide in right behind him. My height allows me to see over peoples’ shoulders, and anger fills me. “Mother Mildred,” I growl out, seeing the woman holding Holly hostage with a knife to her throat. 

      Ian turns his head at my words. “Are you certain?” he asks. I simply nod at him, my eyes saying there is no doubt. 

      I do wonder why he can’t see it’s her. She looks exactly the way she did when I saw the vision where I was Agatha. I mean, she hasn’t aged a day. And he said she was burned at the stake. Mom said the same thing. So, if it is true, how is she here? How did she survive all this time and is now threatening Holly’s life?

      I push him forward, making room to pass by. The air is full of energy from all of the people gathered around me, and I can feel the power building. Once I’m in front of him, I can see Torrin on the ground, and I’m praying he’s only unconscious. Mel is there as well, but she’s stuck like the day mom held her by the front door. She’s barking and snarling, but there’s no sound coming out. 

      Mother Mildred is happy to have everyone’s attention, and it’s obvious as she shows off her magical strength. “It’s been a long time coming, but finally, I will have my way! I won’t have some upstart come in here and steal my thunder!” She draws the knife a bit across Holly’s throat, leaving a thin line of blood. 

      None of the people around are able to move forward any further than beyond where a field of blood-red energy shot through with moving lines of black, looms. Torrin, Mel, Holly, and Mother Mildred are on the other side of that field. I have to get to them. There’s no way she’s killing my sister. 

      “Phaedra!” Holly yells out, tears streaming down her face as she tries to balance on her right foot. She’s resting the left toe on the ground, but her upper body is being held arched backward by Mother Mildred, who is taller than Holly. 

      “Phaedra, wait!” Ian calls from behind me as I stride forward, raising my arms until my forearms are parallel with my waist, my palms turned up toward the sky—well, the top of the dome. 

      I can feel my hair rise under my hat, and I stare Mother Mildred down as I go, calling the energies with my mind—a rainbow of them swirl through the air, coming toward me from their original position. Words that I don’t know begin to flow from my lips, and I’m able to see the various energies flowing around me. I jerk backward to my right as Ian pulls back on my arm, but it doesn’t stop me. A flare of static electricity sparks between us, knocking him off of me, and I continue my walk forward. 

      I stop right in front of the field of electricity. “Traitor!” I bellow at her, and she flinches even as she tries to convey strength. Agatha’s thoughts add to mine, and I know what happened now because Agatha’s memories of her life then add to my own. “You betrayed the coven after you made certain I wouldn’t be around to help them. You purposely messed up the poultice I was putting on Gideon so it wouldn’t work to remove the curse.” My words are spoken in a regular tone, but I know she can hear me over all of the other noise because the sound of my voice is echoing off of the nearby buildings. Behind me, I hear growling, and it’s growing louder. I feel fur brush against the tops of my fingers on my right hand. Without looking, I turn my hand over, my fingers burying themselves in the thick, black softness I know is Ian. I can feel Agatha sigh in contentment inside my mind at the familiar feel of her intended’s touch, but I can’t focus on that now. I have to finish this.

      “You will never be as strong as the coven!” I tell her, and as I finish my sentence, I use the feel of the energies to recreate what happened to me in the grocery store. Instead of items sticking to me, it’s magic that comes to me, building up and ready for me to use. The field separating us winks out and back in before disappearing completely as I lay my left palm against it, absorbing it. “Do you know what happens when regular humans are given powers? They become witches!” I throw a hand out toward her, calling her energies to me.  

      She screams as she realizes I’ve not only taken down her field of protection, but I’ve also stolen all of her powers as well. 

      Ian appears spring-loaded as he suddenly goes from next to my side to knocking them both down. Holly sobs and crawls to the side as Ian mauls Mother Mildred. Holly is met by a worried Mel, and as quickly as she can, she climbs onto Mel’s back and is carried away from them. 

      I want to follow Mel’s path to make sure Holly gets to safety, but I can’t tear my eyes away from Ian. Keeping my eyes on Ian means I see when he considers the job finished and she is still. Lifting his head, he turns to look at me, those beautiful sea-green eyes showing spectacularly against the dark fur of his coat. He licks the blood from his chops and gives me a wink. I know I should be grossed out, but I don’t feel that. I feel like, finally, things will be okay. I give him a small smile, allowing myself to approach him.

      “It’s going to be okay now,” I verbally echo the words that Agatha speaks in my mind.

      “I’m so sorry,” Gideon confesses after quickly transforming back, his nudity hid from the onlookers by my body.

      “You couldn’t help it.” I use the cleaning spell I learned from Angie to clean the blood of a traitor from his near perfect body and face. “Agatha doesn’t blame you.” Inside, she smiles then vanishes, leaving me completely myself again, though now I have a better understanding of things. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for?” he asked, inching closer to use me as a shield from prying eyes.

      My first instinct is to look down in shame, but as I start to, I see his naked chest and realize what I would be looking at, so I force my eyes back up, then tilt my chin up as well. “I was blaming you for killing Agatha. Now I know you were under some spell or curse and had no choice and I haven’t really had a good chance to ap—”

      Ian stops my rambling with a kiss, his arms coming up around me. I sigh and close my eyes, sinking into the kiss with him. I’m not sure how long we stand there before the noises from the other people finally infiltrate our thoughts and we break apart, but I’m breathless and Ian’s eyes are shining with happiness. He still stands close to me, but is looking around at the crowd. When he verifies no one is really watching, he backs up and leaps off the stage, hurrying to where he’d dropped his costume as he transformed. There’s enough material for him to wrap it around himself. I follow him and try to help him fasten it before we go to find the others.
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        * * *

      

      Torrin grunts and lets his breath out on a hiss as Holly applies some more bandages to his chest. It’s healing quickly, but a wound deep enough to show the bone still takes time, even for shifters. Yes, he’s another wolf shifter and part of Blair’s pack. 

      “I’m so sorry,” Holly apologizes, wincing from causing him pain. 

      I can’t explain it, but I think she finally grew up with this incident. The Holly I knew before would be causing a scene about being around the wound and cleaning up blood, but this Holly is resolute to help him and make sure he doesn’t get any worse. I smile when instead of telling her it’s okay, he places his hand over hers and looks into her eyes. A few seconds pass of this intense, silent communication between them, then he leans forward and kisses her forehead, and her eyes close as she sighs.

      I turn away to give them some privacy and find Mom, Angie, and a group of other women are all hurrying toward us.  

      “Mom, we’re fine,” I let her know once they are within hearing range. I can tell she wants to hug me, but my hair standing on end lets her know not to touch me. 

      “I was so scared when I heard Mother Mildred was here and had Holly at knifepoint,” mom says. 

      “Yeah, about that.” I look around for a good place for us to sit down and talk as the other witches go about making sure everyone is being helped who needs anything done. The only exception is Angie. She stays beside us, taking in what we are doing. “Let’s sit down. I have some questions.” 

      “I’ll do my best to answer,” Mom promises. 

      “I’ll fill in what I can,” Angie adds. 

      We head over where some empty chairs are and sit down. “I’m not even sure where to start, so I’m just going to come out and say it,” I tell them. “How could no one know she is...was...Mother Mildred?”

      “That painting was the first time I had seen her likeness,” Mom admits. She looks at Angie for confirmation. “Did you ever see a picture of her?” 

      “No, I didn’t know there was one. I’ve only ever known her as Constance.”

      “Mom, this is Torrin, Torrin Grady,” Holly says, coming over to our little group with Torrin beside her. 

      “Pleased to meet you,” Mom says, then tilts her head. “Wait, Grady?”

      He grins. “Yep, it’s me. How are you, Christina?”

      “You know him already, Mom?” Holly asks, her eyes lighting up. 

      “I used to hang out with Blair’s pack.”

      “Well, he tried to save me from that lady; he’s my hero.” 

      Torrin turns red all the way up to the roots of his hair. Holly grins at his reaction, and I can’t help smiling as well. 
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      The next day, things are getting back to normal, well as normal as they can be in our house. Also, I have a date with Ian at eight tonight. I can’t say I’m not super excited about it, either.

      A car pulls up in front of our house, and Mel scrabbles for the door, but she’s not barking. She’s just ready for anything. I guess she matured some as well. 

      Holly is in the living room and has a prime view of our guest. “Fae, check it out!” she stage-whispers as I come to join her with tea for both of us in my hands. I slip her glass to her as I stare out the window. 

      The driver gets out of the fancy car and goes back to open the door. A wizened woman steps out, her hair is no more than a white cloud of fluff around her head, and her wrinkled ebony skin looks like it doesn’t offer much protection. Still, I can feel the power emanating from her. He reaches in and pulls out a large satchel, putting it onto his left shoulder.

      “Is that a Rolls Royce?” Holly asks, climbing to her feet to see better. “Mom!” 

      “What is it?” Mom calls from upstairs. She’s been up there all morning and very quiet. 

      “We have a guest,” I call up to her as I go and open the door. The driver offers the woman his right arm, and she walks slowly up to the house. She may be a witch, but the way she’s dressed reminds me of Queen Elizabeth with her green tailor-made dress and her matching flats. She’s only missing a hat.  

      “I’ll be right down. Keep Mel off of them.” 

      “Mel, come,” Holly commands, and Mel leaves the door, where she had been standing by my side. 

      As they near the porch, the woman stops and looks up at the house, giving a small smile. Her eyes travel back down to see me standing in the doorway. “It’s time.” 

      Mom had come down the stairs and was just coming up behind me as the woman spoke. She looks over my shoulder and gasps. “Please come inside.” She lowers her voice. “She is the elder of the coven and the most important member,” she tells me. If mom thinks I’m going to be rude to this woman, she is thinking wrong. There is no doubt in my mind the tiny woman could wipe the floor with me without breaking a sweat. “Go tell your sister to behave and make Mel behave as well,” Mom adds as the woman climbs the steps with the help of her driver. 

      Leaving the doorway, I go to where Holly is sitting and pass the message along. “Oh great,” Holly mutters, looking down at how she’s dressed. I agree, but there’s no time to change or clean ourselves up a bit, no to mention the house itself. Mel moves into her dachshund form and sits on Holly’s lap like the best-behaved dog ever. 

      Mom offers the woman a seat in our living room then dry washes her hands together nervously. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Mint herbal tea, thank you,” she answers and settles into Mom’s favorite chair. The driver hurries to give her the satchel once she’s ready, which she shows by lifting her hand. Placing the satchel on the table nearby, she digs out an old book, handling it carefully. “Children, I am Bettina Goodman.” 

      “It is an honor to meet you...,” I say then wonder how I should address her. 

      “Here you are, Elder Goodman,” Mom fills in the silence I left and tells me what I needed to know, as she offers her the hot cup of tea. “These are my daughters Phaedra and Holly.” 

      “Phaedra and Holly are fine names.” Bettina nods as she says this. “Daughters of Richard and Christina Doran.” She flips the book open and scrolls down the page a bit, brushing her index finger over a blank line as if writing. As she does, our names appear. 

      “Excuse me?” I ask, trying to be polite. When she looks over at me, I gesture to the book. “What is that book you just put my name in?”

      “It lists our coven members. You and Holly are now part of our coven.” 

      Holly beams as she turns her head my way. “We can finally learn to control stuff.”

      I nod my head in acknowledgment of her words, but I don’t say what I’m thinking. Why did it take Holly almost dying for us to be accepted into the coven, if it was even the reason we were allowed to join? I didn’t even know we had to do anything to get in. Wouldn’t the simple act of having magic be enough? 

      “May I see it?” An idea has just hit me, and if the book goes back far enough, it may contain some answers for me.

      Elder Goodman shoots a glance over to my mother but then focuses back on me before sliding the book my way. I turn it, so I’m reading it the right way and flip backward, checking dates as I go. Once I find the correct date, I stop flipping the pages and read through the names written in the book. I can’t stop myself from reaching out and touching the names as I press my lips together. The room is silent as everyone watches me with the book. Constance Johannesburg is just below Agatha Bradford. I skim the rest of the names, and as I read them, I picture a face matching each one—all of them, including Ivy Gwenwyn, who was to Agatha what Holly is to me, though not by blood relation. The dates next to each name of all but Agatha have the same ending, and I know it was the day they were burnt at the stake. 

      “Do you know much about this time?” I ask Elder Goodman, turning the book so she can see the date. 

      “It was truly a dark time for the Agatha’s coven and marked the beginning of a new coven.”

      I nod and continue. “Were you aware Mother Mildred did not actually die at the stake?” Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “My question is, who is it that died in her place?”

      “I-I have no idea. How do you know this information?”

      I went on as if she hadn’t asked me the question. I needed to get it out while it was in my mind. “Constance Mildred Johannesburg was also known as Mother Mildred. She was a traitor who purposely messed up a ritual which would have helped control Gideon Hunter from the curse that was causing the madness he was facing. Agatha Bradford didn’t find out until it was too late, and Gideon ripped her throat out. Only the actions of Ivy Gwenwyn stopped him from killing all of us—all of them that night.”

      “Constance...Constance was the leader of the new coven!” Elder Goodman says in surprise. 

      “How could the people then have not realized who she was?” Holly asks

      “My guess is as good as yours except until tonight, even Ian didn’t recognize her, and he had seen her before. I’m assuming it was a very strong disguise.” I pause. “When I saw her, I recognized her immediately, and he pointed out I was not seeing the same thing he was.” 

      “It would have to be in order to fool not only the eyes but also the nose of a wolf shifter.” 

      “What would it take to make such a strong disguise and hold it?” I whisper to the room at large. 

      “Dark magic, most likely human sacrifice,” Bettina says in a low voice. 

      Her words strike me, and suddenly something clicks. “Holly, where’s the journal?”

      Elder Goodman studies me as Holly gets up to retrieve the journal from the kitchen. “How was it you were the only one not affected by this disguise?” 

      “Maybe the fact we believe Phaedra was Agatha Bradford in a past life,” Mom speaks up, answering for me. Her cell phone rings, and she fumbles it from her pocket, bringing it up to her left ear as Holly comes back with the journal, handing it to me. “Hello?”

      We all go quiet, following the etiquette of allowing her to listen to the call. She walks from the living room to the dining room so we can continue to speak. I look down at the journal finding the date I want, and then compare it to the book from Elder Goodman. I look up and find her watching me, and I’m about to ask her if there is a chart of all of the family members of the coven’s witches when I hear something I never thought I would hear again. 

      “Richard. Richard Doran,” Mom says in a quiet voice. “Yes. I’m on my way.” 

      I swivel my head toward her to see her eyes are wide and her right hand is covering her mouth from shock.

      “Mom?” I ask as she hangs up the phone and slips it back into her pocket. 

      “Girls, go pack a bag. We’ve got to go get your father.”

      I stand up quickly, pushing both books toward Bettina. “Compare the names.” Without waiting for her to answer, I stride toward the stairs and up them. Holly is right behind me, riding Mel to make it easier to climb the steps. “Want to fill me in, Fae?” she calls out. 

      “The victims all had the same last names as coven members,” I tell her as we pause in front of her room. “Every one of them. I bet they were relatives of the witches throughout the years.”

      Holly swallows hard. “Dad?”

      I nod. “I bet he didn’t disappear on his own.” We head into our rooms to go pack a bag. We have a family to put back together. 

      “What about your date with Ian?” Holly calls from her room.

      “I’ll call him from the car,” I call back and zip the bag closed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End (for now)
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      They said if you looked in a black backed mirror on the stroke of midnight during the full moon that you would see your true love or your demise.

      Claire had had enough of letting fate control her life. She swore never to be a slave to anyone or anything ever again. A black backed mirror was the last thing she was interested in. At least until an unusual wizard appeared with the opportunity of a lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Black-Backed Mirror

          

        

      

    

    
      They said if you looked in a black-backed mirror at the stroke of midnight on a full moon, you would see either your true love or your demise. Unfortunately, you wouldn’t know which one it was until it was too late.

      Claire had always been too afraid to risk it. Knowledge had the tendency to get her in trouble. The scars covering her body from her previous slave masters proved that fact all too well. She flinched as she ran her fingers over the freshest wound, trying to keep still.

      Trying to stay hidden.

      Ignorance really was bliss.

      Never again, she swore to herself. The last few nights of running had put enough distance between her and her masters. Finally, she thought she might be safe. At least, she hoped she was safe.

      It was time to start anew.

      She tilted her head, listening for signs of movement. There was only silence. The barn she had slept in seemed to be empty, so she peeled herself from her hiding spot. She brushed settled dirt off her skirt, pulled golden feed loose from strands of her raven hair, and turned to look for her cloak. It has to be around here somewhere.

      “It’s over there. You covered it up in hay while you slept.”

      She froze in place, stunned by the husky voice. She hadn’t done as thorough of a check as she’d thought.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll take my things and leave.”

      “No rush. You’ll probably blow my cover as you leave anyways.”

      She turned on her heel with a huff. “Excuse me?!”

      She stared at him in shock, taking in his worn leathers, messy hair, and finally, piercing brown eyes. She felt she was boring into his soul but he didn’t flinch, and she didn’t have anywhere else to look.

      He held her gaze, keeping his arms behind his head, and a confident grin plastered across his face. That told her everything she needed to know.

      “I’m very good at hiding. I was here asleep before you came stomping in. Could have woken up the entire village with your sneaking abilities.” He punctuated the word sneaking with air quotes.

      That was the last straw. “You arrogant, self-righteous, pompous—”

      He lowered his finger to his mouth, shushing her through his smarmy grin.

      “Don't you shush me!"

      His lowered voice cut through her anger. "I'm not trying to be rude. I just want a chance to eat and leave without getting caught."

      She remembered where she was and quieted herself.

      Sitting up, he pulled a bag out from beside him and began to dig inside. "We got off on the wrong foot. I'm assuming that you have no money and no way to buy food."

      Her cheeks flushed with red, and she nodded.

      "I'm only a day's walk from my place and have enough rations left to share. Why don't you sit down and share my meal without any more yelling, and we can part ways after. Sound good?"

      Her mouth watered at the thought of food.

      She prepared to reject his offer, but her stomach protested with a loud grumble. "Thank you. I appreciate your offer."

      Pulling an object from his bag and waving in the air a bit, he nudged, "...and?"

      "I'm sorry for calling you names," she mumbled, barely audible.

      He set the object down and patted at the hay-pile she had just excused herself from. "Perfect! Why don't you join me over here."

      She sank down in front of him, examining what he had pulled out of his bag.

      She glanced back and forth between him and the object several times. "Just who are you?"

      The man never looked up as he reached into his bag down the elbow, even though it should only fit his hand. "Kalob Everknoll, wizard third class at your service."

      A wizard! That explained a lot. "Why exactly is a wizard hiding in a barn instead of the nice cozy inn across the street?"

      He simply shrugged. "Whenever anyone hears I'm a wizard, they immediately have a list of things they want for me to do. Problems to fix. Usually for free, and often things that no wizard can actually do anything about.” A shiver coursed through his body, and he shook his head. “No, this is much simpler."

      She looked over his worn leathers, also noting his blonde cropped hair.

      Claire scoffed. "You don't look like a wizard."

      He pulled out several wrapped packages and laid them down between them, and the object from before caught her eye again.

      She leaned on one arm and pointed with her other. "What's that?"

      Picking it up, he twirled the object between his fingers. "This? It's why I ventured out. It belonged to my teacher before she died and her teacher before they died."

      She watched it spin. Light reflected off one side, but the smooth, inky-black surface on the reverse caught her eye as it spun. Only the size of his palm, the object was completely unassuming yet had completely captured her attention.

      "Is that a black-backed mirror?"

      His shoulders slumped. "You're not one of those girls, are you? This isn't just a black-backed mirror. It is the black-backed mirror."

      A sudden and intense desire to look in its reflection both surprised and horrified her. She didn't deserve a happily ever after. Not someone so lowly as she had become.

      "Is it true?"

      He stopped it from spinning. "For this mirror it is. The witch who created it thought it would be funny to spread fakes around the land. A girl would only see herself and second guess if they were their own demise, the only one they would ever love, or if they were just bat-crazy. Eventually, people started making mirrors of all shapes with black backs to sell to pitiful women." He flipped it in the air and caught it without so much as glancing in its direction. "This beauty is the real deal, though. Want to try it out?"

      He extended his hand.

      The unassuming piece taunted Claire, but her lack of confidence held her back. "I appreciate the offer, but I don't need to see any of that. I'm done letting anyone else control my life. It wouldn't matter what it showed me. Besides, it's not midnight, and the full moon isn't until tomorrow."

      She began opening the packages of food and dividing them between the two.

      "Sounds like there's a story there."

      Avoiding his gaze, she continued to lay out the breads and dried meats from his bag.

      A moment of silence passed.

      "Alright, I hear you. I won't prod." He placed the mirror down beside the food. "The offer is open, though. The mess about a full moon and midnight was added by salespeople, so whenever you want to give it a try, go ahead."

      She eyed the mirror with a little less disdain as the two began eating. The dried meats were somehow still juicy and the breads soft and buttery. A happy sigh escaped her lips as she wiped crumbs from her mouth.

      "That good, huh?"

      Nodding her head enthusiastically, she swallowed and gave him another once over. "You really don't look like a wizard."

      Kalob nearly choked on a bite and laughed. "What exactly is a wizard supposed to look like?"

      She thought for a moment. "A long cloak, beard, either super skinny or very plump, a staff—"

      "—Don't forget the pointy hat."

      Her brow and voice both rose. "Are you mocking me?"

      He shrugged. "No more than you are me."

      The two watched each other. Neither in contempt or full trust, but as companionable company. Claire glanced at the mirror again.

      "Are you sure you don't want to see? Just for curiosity's sake."

      Heat rose up to her face at being caught. She held out her hand as she succumbed to her hope of a better future. Kalob gently placed it in her palm and nodded.

      She held the mirror up to her face, and she saw only herself, just as she had expected. Frustrated at allowing herself to get her hopes up, she dropped her hand. A glimpse of another detail flashed in the mirror. She raised it again only to see a very familiar face in the mirror. If she didn't move it, it was almost as if she was looking through a window instead of a mirror. Kalob. Why did Kalob show up in the mirror with her? She shifted the mirror around, but the scene stayed. Looking between the mirror and her breakfast companion, she decided this must be a fake. There was no way that Kalob could be carrying around this mirror, and it be a fluke that he happened to be the one who appeared in it alongside her.

      "See anything of interest?"

      Claire swallowed and handed the mirror back to him. "Myself. I guess that's to be expected since it is a mirror."

      He cocked his head to the side as he studied her. "Just you? That doesn’t make sense. It's never failed before."

      "Haven’t you ever looked into it?"

      He swiped the mirror from her hand. "I'm not sure I really want to know any clues about my future."

      "I literally just said the same thing, and you convinced me to look. I think you should take a chance. It's not like it’s going to give you details. Besides, how else will you know the mirror isn't fake if you don't look into it yourself?"

      A moment passed as he contemplated her argument.

      He raised the mirror in front of him.

      Claire felt a small bit of satisfaction when his brows raised, and he glanced up at her only to look back at the mirror. As he moved the mirror around, his eyes flitted back and forth, and she tried to contain her laughter at the luck of it all.

      "You said you had nowhere to go, right?"

      "I just know that I won't be heading east."

      Kalob stroked his chin with his forefinger and thumb. "How would you like to be my apprentice? I could give you a place to stay, food to eat, and help teach you to protect yourself."

      "I don't have any magic."

      "Let's call it a hunch. Really, what have you got to lose?"

      After taking a moment to consider her options, Claire decided that she didn't really have any other ones. She held out her hand in agreement. Her mind pondering if what she saw in the mirror really was her true love, or just her demise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The walk to Kalob’s home had been a mix of amicable silence and Claire evading any questions related to her past. The possibility of him returning her to her master if he discovered that she was someone's property was a very real concern.

      As they arrived at his home, she could help but feel a bit underwhelmed. "This is it?" Her eyes stayed glued to the two-room cottage standing before her. "It's cute. I just expected something a bit more grand from a wizard."

      It really wasn't a terrible cottage. The white stone was clean, and wooden shutters sat currently closed perched above planter boxes. A small garden and table and chairs nestled in a fenced yard with a swinging gate.

      "Do you mean something more like that?" Kalob gestured towards a large pile of stone rubble that had a few crumbling walls poking out.

      Her jaw dropped. "What happened?"

      A darkness crossed his face, and his eyes lost focus as if he was deep in thought. "A wizard's duel. All for the sake of their ego. No. I would much rather live a quiet life and avoid the drama."

      It was clear he had no desire to go further into detail.

      She clasped her hands and took a step towards the cottage. "Should we head in?"

      Kalob shook himself as he snapped out of his memory. "Not yet. I want to see something first. Every mage can do any spell, but most have one or two types that they are naturally attuned to. Let's figure that out for you first so I can see what we should focus on."

      Before she could even process what he had said, a stone smacked her square in the face.

      "What on earth was that for?!"

      The laughter that erupted from the bent-over wizard only fueled her anger.

      "I'm sorry. Truly I am." Wiping tears from his eyes, he picked up a stick. "You're definitely not naturally attuned to earth, or that wouldn't have hurt you. Don't worry about the blood. I will patch you up when we're done."

      She glared at him as she wiped her lip and eyed the stick with distrust. "What are you doing with that?"

      A twinkle in his eye told her she wasn't going to like this. The stick poking into her side told her that that assumption wasn't wrong. After investigating the end of the stick, another jab followed into her hand.

      She jerked herself away and screamed, "What is wrong with you?! Stop stabbing me!"

      He shook his head and ignored her fury. "No, You're definitely not attuned to be a nature mage. The stick would have sprouted leaves if you were."

      Claire could practically feel the steam coming from her head. "And you had to poke me twice to figure that out?"

      He turned his head towards her, and with a shrug of his shoulders, he casually replied, "I didn't hit skin the first time. I had to be sure. Give me a minute. I need to get something for the next one."

      The thought of escaping crossed her mind as she watched him turn the corner toward the back of the cottage. She walked to the edge of the clearing and into the forest. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she noted the chirp of birds overhead and a family of rabbits carrying the spoils of Kalobs garden towards their burrow. Wouldn't she have noticed by now if she had a magical ability? She certainly wouldn't have let herself become a victim if she had found a way to protect herself. She could only hope that once he was through with this testing, things would be quieter. This really wouldn't be the worst place to live.

      A chill rushed from her head down her spine as water crashed against her body. Droplets flung from the tips of her hair and edges of her skirt as she rounded on the culprit. "What in the nine realms are you thinking?!"

      Kalob ducked behind a nearby tree to create distance between them. "I swear I needed to do that. You're definitely not water attuned. In fact, it's almost like water is your weakness."

      She shot daggers from her eyes while wringing out her hair. "It took an entire bucket of water to figure that out?"

      "Probably not, but you smelled pretty terrible as well, and this took care of that."

      She sniffed herself and rubbed a spot of dirt on her hand.

      Kalob paced while mumbling to himself. When he stopped, Claire knew from the look of his face that she wasn’t going to like this. His hands spun in a circle before him, and fire shot from his palms towards her head. The flames blew across her but never touched her.

      She advanced on him, pushing her sleeves up. "That's it! I'm done. I'm not going to stay here just to be tortured by a mad man. First, it's a rock to my face," she tenderly touched the still weeping wound on her lip, "then you stabbed me with a stick. Twice. Quickly followed by a bucket of water, and now you're throwing freaking fire at me?! You are deranged, and I won't stay here another minute!” He didn’t say anything, which enraged her. “What!?"

      Kalob leaned on a tree with a content smirk on his face. "You're fire attuned."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Look at yourself."

      Claire held her hands up in front of her. They were completely dry, as were the tattered sleeves and skirt of her dress. She reached up and noted that her hair was dry as well. A bit wild and frizzy, but entirely dry. She pulled herself up as tall as she could and advanced towards him. "What would you have done if I wasn't fire attuned?"

      With a shrug, he turned on his heel and walked away from her, "I'm a wizard. I would have healed you, of course."

      While that answer seemed to be reasonable to him, Claire was still questioning his sanity. There had to be a better way.

      Kalob walked towards the cottage. "Come on. Let's head inside. You don't happen to be a good cook, do you?"

      "I am a good cook.”

      "I guessed you would be. Most fire attuned are. You can manipulate the flames to the correct temperature and tolerate the heat better than others. You’ve probably been doing this subconsciously your whole life. I can make a mean salad but I am the worst at actual cooking."

      "You don’t cook?"

      "I try. I'm healing attuned. Fire damages and destroys, even in very delicious ways. It will be nice having a warm meal once in a while with you here. I'm not expecting you to do all the cooking and cleaning, but with it just being the two of us, you will be expected to help." He stopped at the gate and raised his hand, triggering a green glow of intricate lines to spread. "Place your hand next to mine." The lines shifted next to his hand and created an opening in mid-air.

      Claire took a deep breath and tentatively placed her hand next to his. A small gasp escaped her lips as she felt something solid under her hand where her eyes were telling her nothing was. Glowing lines rushed towards her and wrapped up her arm. She felt a small prick at the base of her neck, and the spell quickly pulled back to its original outline.

      She pulled her hand back and rubbed the pricked spot. "What was that?"

      "A protection spell. You officially have access to the house without any negative side effects." Kalob opened the gate and gestured for her to enter in front of him.

      The two stepped onto a cobbled path that led towards the arched wooden door. Kalob spoke a few more words she couldn’t understand. The shutters opened on either side of the door, and a shimmering light flashed over it.

      "A bit cautious, are we?"

      "Hey, not only do these spells stop animals from getting in, but they also prevent less trustworthy individuals from gaining access. Many of the books and tools I use for my work are irreplaceable. Someone could gain a fortune if they were taken and sold."

      With one hand, he pushed the door open and stepped in. Disturbed dust particles danced in the light, making the space even more enchanting. A wooden table with chairs in the center of one side of the main room accompanied a fireplace and shelves stocked with a variety of pots, jars, and baskets. The other side held shelves lined with scrolls, books, parchment, and ink bottles lining the walls. Several even slightly overlapped windows as if there wasn't enough space to hold all of the knowledge in this room. Several plush chairs with a trunk between sat in the center of the shelves, one with a distinct butt print that Claire was sure matched the rather dashing wizard standing next to her.

      "What do you think?"

      Wandering around the room, she peeked into little spaces not obviously apparent from the doorway. "It's perfect."

      His eyes followed her as she moved around. "I built it myself. After the tower was destroyed, it was just me. I didn't see the point in rebuilding such a large space just for me." Pointing to a door behind one of the plush chairs, he continued, "that's my room over there. Honestly, it’s not much bigger than a closet. I added it on once my collection of books started to crowd me out of this room. We can build you one as well if you want. A room, I mean. For the time being, we can set up a bed for you in here."

      Her fingers brushed along the spines of books on the shelves in the sitting area. "That's fine. I usually sleep by the fire anyway." The irony of that statement hit her. She was supposedly a fire-attuned magic-user, and she had always chosen to sleep by the fire instead of the cots in the attic.

      He disappeared into his room and came out carrying a large box with a lock on it. After setting it down, he waved his hand, and the box clicked. “Why don’t you see if anything in here can fit you. They had belonged to my teacher.”

      Gingerly, Claire took each piece out. They weren’t fancy, but they were the nicest clothes she had ever had to wear as her own. Settling on one, she entered Kalob’s room to change. She shed her torn clothes, standing naked as she traced the tiny flowers embroidered around the collar of the blue wool dress she had chosen. She hadn’t known wool could be so soft. The extent of her experience with wool had been clothing that did more damage as you scratched the itch it had given you than it did on its own. No, this was luxury like she or her master had ever experienced.

      She realized that she had forgotten to look for new undergarments and slid hers back on to wear under the dress. As she pulled the dress over her head and shimmied into it, she felt like a new person. The rounded neckline sat just above the bust, which was just a little too tight. She ran her hands over her waist and the fabric that draped from her bony hips, adjusting it ever so slightly. With a newfound sliver of confidence, she opened the door.

      Curled up in a chair with a book, Kalob looked up at the sound of the door opening. His eyes widened and ran up her body only to return to the floor again.

      He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “You look good. Do you like it?”

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever worn.”

      “Good, they’re yours now.”

      She glanced at the trunk and back at him. A girl like her didn’t deserve this kind of luck. A girl like her could use a fresh start, though, and could possibly become a different girl entirely.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One Year Later

      

      

      They walked side by side down the road to the village, kicking up red and golden leaves in their wake. While Claire loved letting her cloak billow behind her, the nip in the air had her tucking herself inside it as tightly as she could. She didn’t mind, though. Nothing could ruin today. For years she had watched as her master had gone to their town's fall festival. She could smell the spices in the air, see the lights from a distance, and hear the laughter of the crowd, but she had never had the chance to see one in person. Today that was going to change, and she couldn't think of a time she had ever been more excited.

      “Do you have your coins tucked away?”

      “Kalob, we already went over this,” Claire patted the deep pocket she had added to the skirt of her mossy green dress, “I’ve got everything covered. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “I know. I just worry. My stop at the apothecary will be very quick. Selling these herbs is my main source of gold. I want to catch her before they decide they’re stocked up. Besides, I’m not willing to waste all those days of teaching my apprentice to read, being frozen to the floor then practically boiled, or waking up to vines up my trousers due to your learning mishaps. You’ve been a lot of work. More than I ever was as an apprentice.”

      She rolled her eyes. “As true as I’m sure that must be, I promise I will be safe and stay out of trouble.”

      The town where the two met appeared as they crested the ridge.

      Kalob put his hand on her shoulder. “I can show you the center of town and meet you there after I’ve finished my business.”

      “Beat you to the gate? I’m starved.” With a laugh, she shook his hand off and took off towards the town.

      Kalob sprinted in pursuit and pulled her hood off as he passed. She grabbed onto his sleeve before he was too far away and jerked down. The two slipped on leaves scattered across the road and began to fall. His arms wrapped around her, and he placed a hand behind her head as he tucked her into himself. They rolled down the hill like this until they stopped with a thud against a tree. Stunned, they lay there for a moment.

      “Are you alright?” Kalob asked.

      Claire shook herself and quickly climbed off of him. “I think so. Y Iou?”

      He rubbed the small of his back where the tree hit and groaned as he sat up. “I’m going to be feeling it later, but I’m alright.” He pulled himself to his feet and reached out his hand to help her on her feet.

      Dusting themselves off, the two finished walking down the road and entered the village.

      After parting ways, Claire began to explore the town. She strolled past the buildings along the center, peeking through doorways and windows to see the curiosities inside. There were piles of gourds and pumpkins, glass vials with a grey powder, and dried corn kernels in linen bags in the crowded general merchandiser that were quickly depleted. The candle maker filled small crates with red candles.

      As she peeked in the next doorway, a familiar voice snarled next to her ear, “who knew you could clean up so pretty?”

      Her body froze, and her mind screamed. It couldn’t be him. It just couldn’t. It had been so long, and she didn’t look anything like the woman of skin and bones she had been a year ago. Slowly she turned to face her own personal nightmare.

      Her voice shook as she looked for a way to escape, “Master Grayson, what are you doing here?”

      Master Grayson grabbed her arm and stepped so close his chest touched hers. “I heard that I had some property up near here. Thought I might come to check if that was true.”

      She couldn’t move. The wicked grin he wore brought unwelcome images of the many times he had worn it before. Her scars ached at the memories of his blade on her skin. Sometimes as punishment, sometimes as a form of entertainment. The smell of the tobacco on his breath pulled her out of her past. She wasn’t the same woman she had been a year ago.

      “I’m no one’s property,” she spat in his face.

      A twist of his hand had her writhing in pain. “You are what I say you are. I paid good money for you, and I’m not going to let you waste that investment. Follow me quietly. We’re leaving.”

      Claire focused on her arm under his hand. While she was still learning how to use her abilities, she could do a few things. She refused to be that weak, broken woman ever again, not after coming so far. Focusing on the ember that was the magic in her chest, she stoked it until it was a roaring fire and directed it to move through her veins, down her arm, and to rise to the surface of her skin.

      Her arm heated until it should have blistered.

      Her old master pulled himself away with a yelp. “What the hell was that?!” He looked at the burns on his hand. “You think you’re a little witch now, do you?”

      Rage filled her, and with a scream, she unleashed the power in her as a wall of flame. She shoved the wall towards her master and watched without remorse as it wrapped around him. His screams were cut off by the intense heat.

      Forcing her eyes closed, she tried to focus and calm down. She took deep breaths and called her power back, soothing it into the ember it had previously been. She opened her eyes to see people peeking out of the doorways and windows, staring at her.

      What she had just done hit her suddenly, and all at once, and she turned to flee the town. Kalob would hear of this and know she had needed to escape. He would be able to find her back at home, she hoped.

      A hand grasped hers, and a soft voice cut through her panic, “Stop. I heard everything. We all did in here.”

      Claire looked back into the eyes of the woman who had a babe on her hip. Seven other men and women stood in the building behind her.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong. You did what you had to do. You don’t need to fear us and run. You’re safe.”

      Steps from the center of the crowd pulled her eyes back towards the charred man and she saw Kalob standing over it.

      “What happened here?”

      Tears began to well up in her eyes. Would he make her leave now that she had taken a life? “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just—”

      The woman cut her off. “—It wasn’t her fault. She was attacked and defended herself. Did mighty fine she did.”

      Kalob glanced back and forth between the women. Then, stopping on Claire, he narrowed his eyes. “Why were you attacked?”

      Her head hung, and she mumbled while fidgeting with her thumbs, “I think we need to talk. Can we find somewhere to sit down?”

      The two watched each other as they contemplated what the other was thinking.

      “Why don’t you come over to my inn? You can chat at a table in the corner for privacy, and I’ve just made fresh apple tarts. They’re cooling now, but I can make sure to save a few for you two.”

      Claire’s stomach growled. “Is that what smells so good?”

      A sweet smile spread across the woman's face. “No one makes them better.”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you.” Claire gave her a weak smile of gratitude.

      Kalob walked over to join the two women, “I needed to head there next anyways. I was hoping you may have two rooms free tonight?

      “I’m sorry. I only have one room left. The fall festival always brings in a crowd.”

      Claire’s eyes darted to Kalobs face. Butterflies in her stomach suddenly made her nauseous.

      Kalob looked at Claire and, without looking away, responded, “We can make do with one room for the night. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Claire told him everything as they ate a dinner of roasted duck and sweet potatoes. How her father had sold her as a child to pay for a debt. The life she had lived as a slave and how she had escaped. They talked for hours at their corner table until it grew dark.

      A glow from the door soon drew their attention, and Claire walked over to investigate. She watched the flames of a bonfire in the center of town flicker. The townspeople carried plates of food to tables and lit candles in carved-out pumpkins and gourds.

      “It looks like things are getting started.” Kalobs voice made Claire jump.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “It really is. Ready to join in the fun?”

      She bound down the steps and joined the crowd. A melody started up from a few locals with their instruments, and Claire felt light on her feet as she wandered. The stress of the day melted away as she moseyed through the festivities. The laughter that surrounded her lifted her spirits in a way that she hadn’t expected. Working her way towards the musicians, she paused and swayed to the beat as she watched them.

      Couples began to dance, and she moved to the edge to watch.

      “Care to dance?”

      Claire jumped at the sound of Kalobs voice. “I would love to, but I never learned.”

      He outstretched his hand. “It sounds like I’ve been lacking in my instruction. How about now for your first lesson?”

      She took it and followed as he pulled her into the crowd.

      He placed her hand on his shoulder and wrapped his arm around her back, pulling her in. “Trust me. Follow my lead and remember that you technically can’t screw this up. Dancing is an expression of how you feel the music. There is no wrong way to dance.”

      The two started to move with the music and quickly picked up speed. When he twirled her out and pulled her back in, she stepped on his foot.

      “I’m so sorry!”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”

      He adjusted their hold, and the two started dancing again.

      Claire couldn’t remember ever having seen him so happy. The reflection of the fire made his eyes glow, and his smile lit up his entire face. She imagined that she must look much the same. By the time the music stopped, she was breathing heavily.

      “Can we take a short break? I would love to dance more, but my heart feels like it’s about to escape from my chest.”

      Kalob nodded his head and grabbed her hand to lead her through the crowd. The two worked their way over towards the tables that had been set up near the food and took off their cloaks to cool down.

      “Wait here for a moment. I will be right back.”

      She watched as he walked away, noting just how broad his shoulders were as he disappeared into the crowd.

      “You two seem to be enjoying yourselves.” The woman from the inn sat down in the chair next to Claire.

      Claire couldn’t help but smile. “We really are. This is spectacular.”

      The woman folded her arms and nodded in agreement. “It really is. Name’s Vivian, by the way. It didn’t feel like earlier was the time to worry about exchanging names.”

      “I’m Claire, and thank you for everything.”

      “Of course! We’ve all got parts of our past that we would rather forget. No reason to be ashamed of things you can’t control.” Vivian pointed to the cloaks on the table. “I can store those in the inn if you would like. If you keep dancing, they’re just going to get in your way.”

      Kalob returned with a plate piled high with food and two tankards of ale. “That would be much appreciated. Thank you.”

      Claire sniffed the tankard set in front of her and eyed the plate. “What is all of this?”

      Vivian pointed to a pastry on the plate. “I can’t tell you what all of that is, but I can tell you that is my famous apple tart and our town's pumpkin ale.”

      Taking a bite into the tart, Claire closed her eyes and let the spices consume her senses. “This is heavenly.”

      With a smile, Vivian grabbed the cloaks of the table and stood. “I told you they were good.”
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        * * *

      

      After hours of dancing, eating, and drinking, Claire was spent. Her entire body was sore, and the coals of the bonfire reflected the level of energy that she had left. The two made their way through the lingering crowd and up to their room in the inn.

      Their cloaks had been hung on a rack just inside the door, and a washbasin sat on the dresser. A bed tucked into the opposite corner was the only other piece of furniture in the small room.

      Kalob grabbed the pitcher from the washbasin and walked back towards the door. “I’m going to grab us some water to wash up before we get some sleep.”

      Once the door clicked shut, Claire moved over to the bed and sat on the edge to take off her shoes.

      The door opened again, and Kalob poured some of the water into the basin. After washing his hands, he splashed his face and began to unlace his leathers. Claire averted her eyes, unsure if the heat in her cheeks was from the drink or from the view.

      “Are you planning on sleeping in that? It can’t be comfortable.”

      She peeked back towards him.

      Her eyes roamed up his body as she took him in, and she quickly looked back away from his naked body. “You’re sleeping in the nude?”

      He laughed, “You can’t expect me to sleep in my leathers.”

      As he climbed under the covers, she rose and started to unlace her dress, letting it slide quickly off her body. “There are two blankets on the bed. I can take one and sleep on the floor.”

      He held her gaze. “I’m not concerned with sharing a bed if you’re not. It’s cold enough tonight that having both blankets and another source of heat will help us both sleep better. We can always tuck one between us if you are too worried about it.”

      He lifted the blanket and waited for her to climb in.

      He hesitated but slipped beneath the covers. She shimmied her body as close to the edge as possible.

      “You know that I would never touch you without your permission, right?”

      Her mind grasped onto the word permission as her fingers twiddled with the edge of the blanket. “I know. I’m not expecting anything from you anyway.”

      “Expecting? You say that like it would be torture to touch you.”

      “I know I’m not the most beautiful or the smartest woman.”

      He rolled up onto his arm and looked down at her. “But you are beautiful.”

      She read his face trying to see if there was any hint of a lie.

      His eyes moved towards a scar peeking out of her undergarment near her collarbone. “How many of those do you have?”

      Her hand rose to cover the scar.

      “You don’t have to hide them from me. They won’t change what I think of you.”

      As she looked again, she still could see no sign of a lie on his face. “Much of my body has scars. My previous masters were careful to put them in places that could be hidden by clothing. A few are harder to hide than others.”

      “Do you wish them gone?”

      “You can do that?”

      A warm smile spread across his face. “If you want to.”

      She could only nod as tears welled in her eyes.

      “Show them to me. I do have to touch them to heal them, but I promise I will be quick and only respectful.”

      She climbed back out of the blankets and turned away from him. She tugged her undergarment up over her head and held it in front of her body. His fingers gently outlined the scars that covered her back. A small tingle emanated from them as he worked from one to the next.

      “Do you have more?”

      With a deep breath, she dropped her last clothing to the floor and allowed him to work his hands across her body, healing the scars that marked her. She tried not to think about the fact that they were both naked or how good his touch felt. After healing the last scar just inside her hairline, he stroked the hair off her face and met her eyes.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “You’re welcome.” He laid back down on the bed next to her and ran his fingers up and down her arm nearest him.

      She wiggled away from the edge of the bed to get closer to him. Every bit of her wanted to be in his embrace, but she didn’t know how to go about it. No one had ever taught her how to be loved.

      Slaves didn’t deserve it.

      The action brought warmth to his eyes, and he leaned down until his nose was almost touching hers. “If you want me to stop, please say something.”

      “You’re sure you want me? I couldn’t handle this being just one night. If we start this, I’m all in.”

      “I knew I was interested from the moment I first saw you sneaking into the barn. Do you know that I saw you in the mirror?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh, “Oh, I know. I saw you too.”

      His lips gently brushed against hers, and she pulled her body against his.

      She couldn’t help but think that if he was her demise, she was perfectly content with that outcome.
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        Rosa and Blanca had been cursed to relive their tale over and over by a witch. Now they have another chance to break free, if they can solve the riddle…

      

      

      

      Rosa and Blanca are teenagers, forever, literally. They have been in this pattern for generations until they can find their truly loves being fairytale creatures and chased by a by their story and Cursed. The creature chasing them made a deal with a witch. Until they find their “Happily Ever After…” they keep starting over, and over, and over…

      Now in the modern day, they have restarted searching for the answers to a story they know, with riddles they never have answers for and an enemy they don’t know what He is up to. They must find love in places they weren’t looking.
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Rosa

        

      

    

    
      Yanking off the oversized amber sunglasses, Rosa gave the “death stare” barely over the rims at the small cluster of guys. She sent them scattering like roaches, reeking of lost courage, with their tails tucked, and panic racing through their veins. They rushed over one another’s feet, tripping to get away with a backward glance at Rosa in her scarlet and royal-blue cheerleading outfit. The football players had left the tall, gangly boy fumbling with only his companion in their wake. He clumsily reached for the scattered papers, books, and backpack strewn over the old linoleum floor. The girl was the one Rosa saved, her sister Blanca. Her sister helped settled his thick black glasses back on his awkwardly angled face. Blanca gave useless excuses for the others’ unhealthy behaviors and how they would eventually grow out of this phase. Rosa made a gagging motion behind him; only her sister could see. Blanca gave a severe frown when the boy shuffled his gaze elsewhere, making Rosa stop with an oversize shrug and sigh.

      “Seriously, Blanca, everyone grows up and learns? What type of after school special nonsense is that?” Rosa began, attracting attention from Blanca’s over-tall crush. Fitz hunched back down in a futile attempt to hide his size. He was built like a professional basketball player. If he ever bothered to use it, the local idiot group of bullies would leave him be. Instead, he hid behind his shyness and books, causing him to be picked on nearly daily. Blanca usually could stop it, but today, they were out for blood. Bringing Rosa into the mix to stop them before they laid a paw on her sister.

      “Rosa,” Blanca began. She used the names their mother had carefully chosen for them in this life cycle of the curse. Their mother was just as cursed as they were, being dragged through each cycle knowing as little as they did about why they were forced to live this existence. The unspoken truce the sisters had while at school infused the short word with annoyance from Blanca. Rosa pushed the sunglasses back up the bridge of her nose, tossing her freshly dyed dark brown hair over her shoulder to stalk away from the pair. She left the couple to handle whatever fallout might occur since Blanca had made it clear with one word, she wanted time alone with her crush and to leave them be. Rosa could respect her enough after their many cycles, navigating the curse to leave her alone.

      The small stairs led up to the school’s main hallway, leading Rosa towards her locker, leaving Blanca to fuss over Fitz’s newest hazing incident. Avoiding people staring at her, the boys drooling or rushing to prevent her from reaching her destination, Rosa made quick strides to her locker. She opened it to switch books for her first period class, adjusting the mirror to check out her looks. The fresh tint on her hair in the harsh fluorescent lights only showed the barest highlights of her natural brilliant red hair color under the brown. Her makeup kept fresh from the heat of California’s late summer that was already greeting them despite the early hour. Her wide eyes appeared natural, with the brown contacts hiding her odd, unnatural green eyes. She touched up the eyeliner while checking out her summer tan to see if she needed to spend some time in the sun to refresh the sun-kissed hue. She had worked hard to appear natural enough to blend into Los Angeles without too much of a stretch. Blanca considered her morning rituals vain, but she knew enough to hide who she was in the world. Blanca barely could hide with her pale skin, hair, and eyes. Even with the brown contacts, she could scarcely fake being anything but pale and Caucasian. The golden blonde hair dye hid the strange white hair, but she could not tan no matter what they had tried over their many lives.

      “Rosa, you are looking striking and terrifying the linebackers of our team all before homeroom, at least that’s what I hear through the grapevine,” the head cheerleader Alexis spoke. Rosa peered around her dark blue locker door to see her current frenemy. The school’s notorious mean girl, popular girl, wrapped up into a perfect brunette girl-next-door package in a matching cheerleading outfit. Several of the rest of the squad joined her all clad in matching outfits. Alexis was never one to travel alone.

      “They ganged up on my sister, and we all know how I feel about that. Maybe if one of those boys had a clue, I wouldn’t have to get up in their grills and interfere in their little childish games.” Rosa explained, the lie slipping out of her lips as she finished painting them with a fresh coat of Jungle Red lipstick, matching the outfit. She knew what they wanted to hear and gave it to them without a thought. Her sister wouldn’t leave anyone to bullies, at any cost. Everyone knew Rosa wouldn’t let anyone lay a hand on Blanca, giving her remarkable reign to strike fear into the hearts of all the bullies.

      “Caden doesn’t like it. They have already whined to him,” Rosa could only manage a wry shrug at Alexis’ boyfriend’s pain. The local quarterback having to deal with his boys being afraid of her didn’t faze her in the slightest. Rosa’s temper was legendary at the school, and even Caden wouldn’t come to deal with her himself. He sent Alexis to deal with her, which Rosa only barely paid attention to. “Come on, Rosa, leave them be. We have a lovely Homecoming court to rule in two weeks with most of them.”

      “If they left Blanca alone, I would. I have been adamantly clear on what I want in the situation, but they are dumb. They leave Blanca alone; I leave them be. Blanca likes Fitz, and so by extension, if they leave him alone, the problem is solved.” Rosa slammed her locker door shut, expressing her annoyance at the entire situation. She had been through several rounds of high school drama throughout her cursed years, and it never seemed to change. The faces, fashion, music, and school did, but the petty drama kept rearing its ugly head each time.

      “But why does Blanca hang out with such losers?” Sophy with a ‘y’ spoke up, tugging on her long blonde hair with newly dyed pink tips in the ponytails.

      Rosa spun on Sophy with a hiss. Alexis held up a placating hand to keep them apart, waving others over to help. Sophie, with an ‘ie,’ grabbed Sophy’s elbow, keeping her from starting a catfight she wouldn’t win but wouldn’t know how not to create one. “Sophy,” Sophie began softly.

      “What?” Sophy attempting to step forward to finish what was about to start.

      Brooklyn stepped in, coming in from another hallway to quickly assess the situation with a glance to take Rosa’s shoulder with her long fingers to pull her attention away from Sophy. Rosa’s attention was yanked away from Sophy to look up the few inches to Brooklyn’s model height in her heels and calm amber eyes. “Good morning, Rosa, I see things are going splendidly. I have physics with Blanca. Walk with me?”

      “Of course,” Rosa gave a smirk and forgot about Sophy’s stupid remarks to stare up at Brooklyn. Sophie and Alexis rushed Sophy off to remind her why she shouldn’t be such a bitch about Blanca and why it was important to shut up while the pair walked away.

      “What did she do this time?” Brooklyn asked after they made it several yards away from the pack of cheerleaders, sipping on her travel mug of coffee.

      “Blanca hanging out with losers.”

      “She does know that Fitz is my twin, right?”

      “Doubtful, someone has to remind her since she is pretty much an idiot that is back to taking Intro to Science again this year and might have to retake this entire year.”

      “Pretty but dumb,” Brooklyn muttered softly, heading towards the science wing of the school. Unlike Sophy, Brooklyn was the head of the class and took her schooling seriously, including her college goals. Being on the cheerleading team was just on her list of extracurriculars, as was being the class president—along with every other part of her carefully laid out plan for the perfect college application to get her into Stanford.

      “Alexis is annoyed I am terrifying the football players for going after Fitz and Blanca again before Homecoming. I might ruin the perfect court set up.”

      “If it didn’t look good on the application, I would go with someone, not on our terrible team.”

      “Ditto, our team is awful. Besides, I don’t want to go with any football team members,” Rosa started walking slower.

      “Neither do I, but we have less than two weeks. Somehow I doubt Alexis would be pleased if we brought in new people.”

      “Alexis is usually unhappy with any changes that go against her plans,” Rosa said with underlining care. “I would suggest your brother take Blanca, but somehow I doubt he dares to even ask her.”

      “Fitz, and Blanca…” Brooklyn paused to look at Rosa. “Aren’t they just friends?”

      “Maybe on Fitz’s side, but come on, anyone with eyes can see Blanca is totally into him.”

      Brooklyn stopped in the hallway, forcing others to walk around the pair to stare at Rosa. “Blanca likes Fitz. I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Really, I thought everyone knew?”

      “Fitz has no idea.”

      “No offense, but your brother is dense. You two are brilliant, but that doesn’t mean common sense goes hand in hand,” Rosa said with another smirk and tossed back some of her hair from her face. “Let’s try this again, Blanca likes Fitz, and no, I have no idea why. He is not my type in the slightest, but to each their own right?”

      Brooklyn arched one of her brown brows over her amber eyes. Rosa began to continue walking towards the science wing of the school. “Look, I am not into guys, not just your brother.”

      “Wait, you don’t like guys at all?”

      “Guys are fine as people or friends, but to date, no,” Rosa stated. Not many people knew how she felt about dating, but this was as good as time as any to come out to someone else. She liked Brooklyn better than anyone else in the school.

      “Oh, does Alexis know that you don’t want to go out with any of the guys?”

      “Are you kidding? She would not care in the slightest other than to shove me back into the closet to keep everything moving smoothly.”

      “Tell her no, it isn’t like it was a decade ago. Go with a girl or someone you actually like, but don’t bow to Alexis’ demands. Of all of us, you are the one that seems to be able to tell her no the best and get her to actually listen to you.” Brooklyn explained, continuing to stride through the hallways, not noticing everyone scrambling to get out of the pair’s way.

      “Since the only lesbians in school are Michelle and Ash. They have been together for a year and are already going together. It isn’t like I have a lot of choices. Everyone else is still in the closet, and the girls I like aren’t into me.” Rosa didn’t even glance at Brooklyn, the only girl she did like, given the interest appeared to be one-sided. One of the few things that made Rosa back down on not expressing what she might feel about someone else, given a polite no, was in the future.

      “Let me see if I can rummage through the gossip channels and see what I can decipher,” Brooklyn said before breaking off to head to physics, leaving Rosa to run towards her chemistry class alone. Rosa watched Brooklyn walk off with a longing she wished she could bury. This life would end next summer, and they would start over again somewhere else, cursed to attempt to find answers without a clue to the puzzle. But like before, they would remember each life, each love they left behind. This departure would hurt Rosa more since she had kept her heart safe until this life snuck up on her, and Brooklyn wandered in.
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Blanca

        

      

    

    
      “Fitz?” Blanca asked, successfully finding the last book that had been shoved into a damp corner. She handed it over to her friend that had been cornered yet again by the squad of meatheads. He adjusted his black-framed glasses, blinked owlishly before giving a brief smile and taking the book to add to the small pile he held.

      “You didn’t have to stay, Blanca,” he began. His slight stutter returning from his nerves and making him stumble over English since, like she and her sister, it was not their first language. Unlike Fitz and Brooklyn, who were just military kids who traveled the world going from base to base, learning languages from around the world. Rosa and Blanca were cursed fairytale creatures, having started as figments of a story, given life, and learned languages from each cycle of the curse, depending on what country they found themselves in. This time around, they spoke Spanish and English. Always in the background, they knew the original German from where they had come from.

      “It isn’t a problem; Rosa is already back with her friends scaring off the other bullies. You know she hates them as much as we do.” Standing on her toes, she fixed the glasses to sit better on his lean face in order to correctly frame his unusual amber colored eyes. Blanca loved how unique they were, but rarely did anyone get to see them with his ability to duck and hide every time he got near anyone. She rocked back on her heels, picked up her messenger bag full of books, notebooks, and papers for her classes since he had already begun to stare back at the floor. The abrupt dismissal hurt even if she expected its sting.

      “Advanced Physics with Brooklyn?” he asked, shaking his backpack in an attempt to remove some of the water and stickiness from the floor, only placing what he had to back inside.

      “Of course, British Literature?” she asked, knowing the answer already, having his schedule memorized as well as hers. Not that he would remember that. She adjusted her pale blue headband over the golden blonde hair that Rosa had re-dyed over the weekend since their natural hair colors fought through the hair-dyes. They had to touch up their hair every few weeks to keep them looking sort of normal colored. Her white hair kept peeking out through the blonde locks. The contacts were simpler to conceal their odd eye colors.

      “Yeah, I already emailed my paper since they trashed most of it this morning. The bullies must have empty brains thinking I don’t email all my homework.”

      “I know. I do the same, just in case. I just feel bad that the bullies pick on you so often.” Blanca fidgeted with her loose heather gray tank top paired with her distressed blue jeans that were nearly white from multiple washings. Her sister always wanted her to be more in style, but she went for comfort rather than style any day. Rosa reigned as a vain fashionista while Blanca kept to neutral comfort with her clothing and fashion.

      “It’s the way things are,” he shrugged, walking up the stairs to the large hallway of lockers and classrooms. He followed her towards the science wing before breaking off towards the English branch. He started to use his long legs to avoid people and rush towards his class, eating up the steps with his giant stride.

      Blanca trotted into class, settling into her table, and pulling out her book next to Brooklyn, finishing her setup. Brooklyn had a particular setup for her area, needing it to be perfect for notetaking, recorder prepared, the book settled, and calculator prepped. Blanca’s lab partner was ready for anything in her classes, and that was just one of the reasons she was top of the class.

      “Good morning, Blanca,” Brooklyn glanced up from her setup and pen tapping before the teacher arrived. Mr. Goodell was a tough teacher, and this was one of the most challenging classes the school offered since it gave college credit. Both Blanca and Brooklyn had the highest grades in their year and were neck and neck in the GPA standings, with Brooklyn just ahead for valedictorian for the end of the year. Blanca knew she would make sure Brooklyn would get the nod since the summertime would mean a new beginning for her and her sister. The curse would cycle and spin them into another life to start over again unless they somehow found a way to break the curse even though they still had no idea how: there were no ideas or hints after all these years.

      “Buenos días, Brooklyn.”

      “Is Fitz, okay?” Brooklyn asked, pulling out the thin-framed glasses she used only in classes to read the boards.

      “Yes, he was on his way to Brit Lit when I last saw him. He seemed fine; all things considered.”

      “Good, I wish he would take my advice and let someone know about the bullying. He chooses not to listen, but I am just his sister and wouldn’t understand his plight. For I am accepted and well,” Brooklyn gave a wry shake of her head, “he’s not.”

      “Do you actually believe it would help?” Blanca looked over to Brooklyn, who was staring at her. She blinked in surprise since Brooklyn rarely spared her a glance, let alone stared at her. She finger-combed through her hair, seeing if anything was in her straight hair or sticking out at odd angles.

      “It might. It is annoying that they never let up on him. But Rosa’s temper seems to keep them at bay, well when you are around.”

      “True, she doesn’t like when they come after me or anyone, I am friends with.” Blanca gave a minor shrug, grateful for Rosa’s infamous temper and willingness to kick ass to protect her. Blanca’s soft heart often got her involved with those who needed help, and Rosa often had to get her out of the trouble she brought on herself. “Besides, you two are too smart for this place.”

      “It is just where our parents have brought us this time around. But at the end of this school year, we will be free of the whims of a military career. Colleges are lined up for both of us to escape to. I assume you and Rosa are ready to escape?”

      “Of course,” Blanca, similar to her sister, had learned to lie well. Neither one of them had a single plan for college. If unbroken, the curse would cycle them back to a younger state, take them somewhere else with a new life, and no one would remember them from their previous life. Neither Rosa nor Blanca had found a ‘prince’ or puzzle to solve. So they continued to search for an answer in their normalcy. They lived their lives, each searching for answers in their own separate ways. Blanca embraced logic, books, sciences, occult, magic, anything to research. Rosa just kept looking through people, looking for clues, hints, answers in the world that might give them a lead on what they were supposed to do.

      Their story was simple and clear cut where the curse was not. Nothing through each life cycle pointed to what they were supposed to do in order to free themselves from the curse. Neither Rosa nor Blanca had a clue, so this time around, they had chosen to take a break and do what they wanted. Rosa decided to live her life to the fullest to become the popular girl. Blanca, on the other hand, continued being a scholar searching for answers but allowed herself to follow the tender blooms of a crush. Usually, she would put a stop to it since, in her original story, she was to wait to find a prince at the end of her story for her to fall in love with. This time she could fall for someone she liked, not someone chosen for her, just once. Also, it meant Rosa could follow her heart towards pursuing a woman instead of being bound to some other prince to be miserable for the rest of her life.

      Blanca nearly asked Brooklyn another question before the teacher entered the classroom to start the class. Both of their attention shifted to something that interested them both. Physics, something Blanca might be able to use to contradict the magic with science. Technically being a creature of fairytales, she was magic personified but was not able to use magic, especially in the human world. She had a brain, and she would use it to save her family. She had read everything for generations, studied, taken college classes, lived on the internet once it became the norm to study anything that way, in order to fight back. Science of the universe distracted her for the next hour. She learned the ins and outs of any answers of why things are the way they are, in hopes that they might just help her find a solution. One that didn’t just depend on mysterious clues, whims of magic, and a curse that changed the rules whenever it felt like it.

      Once class finished, she stepped out with Brooklyn, seeing her leave as Rosa lock stepped with her down the hallway. Rosa had that way of taking over everything around them, being larger than life. Everything from her bold personality to the fiery colors she would wear was the opposite of everything Blanca did. Rosa touched her arm, pausing them.

      “I assume el cerebro is fine?” Rosa asked.

      “He is. Thanks for being there.”

      “Always, do you think he has a clue yet?”

      “No, he had other things on his mind,” Blanca stated, with a long sigh. Rosa’s well-sculpted eyebrow rose to the well-groomed bangs that she added over the weekend.

      “Are you not sleeping again?”

      “I was up reading late again.”

      “That isn’t a surprise, but tell me that you are sleeping, and we aren’t to that part of the cycle already?” Rosa leaned closer to stare into Blanca’s pale brown contacts. She searched for her naturally eerie pale blue eyes hiding away from the world. They knew each other well enough to search for hints of truth within one another.

      “I am getting some sleep. We are just in the last year of this cycle, and…” Blanca glanced down.

      “I know where we are, chica, but you have to sleep. Mistakes get made when that happens, and He appears. I won’t let Him hurt you again,” Rosa whispered, pulling her sister in for a tight hug. Blanca returned the embrace for a moment before they both released each other. “If I knew how to stop this curse or Him, I would, but until then, we have to be careful.”

      “I know, I know. I will try to get some sleep.”

      “Good, now get to class. I have history class with Brooklyn,” Rosa gave a broad smile, digging through her purse to check on her makeup.

      “You look beautiful as always. You know, you could always just ask Brooklyn to Homecoming or something bold.”

      “We talked about Homecoming, and she knows I like girls.”

      “That is a step in the right direction, now ask her.” Blanca pushed.

      “If you would only listen to your own advice, sister dear and ask Fitz.” Blanca felt the creeping blush rise to her cheeks.

      “I’m not that brave; besides, you got all the bravery in our story. I got the patience,” Blanca laughed, starting to walk towards her next class.

      “Oh please, like we can use that excuse. Those rules are beyond outdated at this point. You aren’t going to wait for a shapeshifting prince, and I will not be with some princely brother. No bears.”

      “Because we have dealt with so many bears in Los Angeles?” Blanca asked quizzically.

      “Not unless teenage boys’ body odor and puberty issues count?” Rosa laughed before striding towards her next class with a flip of her hair.
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      History was not Rosa’s favorite subject in general. Still, this time around, it had taken a special place in her heart. Brooklyn had beaten her since she had barely made it in the classroom before the teacher after spending too long talking with Blanca. The weariness in her sister had started earlier and earlier, each time their lives restarted. Each of them dropped into bitter patterns. Blanca would stop sleeping to research, read, and search for answers, while Rosa knew she would start rebelling, fighting, and hunting for answers. Each time it started earlier than the last, this time the fall before the summer the change occurred. Their mother had been checking out earlier and earlier as well. This time she had shifted to drinking in the afternoons and passing out by dinner. Their mother had no idea what they should do and even in the story she had been just in the background, a placeholder in their lives who had turned herself into just supporting them where she could.

      Rosa pushed away her dramatic thoughts to appreciate her favorite view of the day, Brooklyn in the sunlight. Her medium brown hair picked up golden highlights that came naturally without the help of a salon. Her glasses were already framing her amber-toned eyes, the golden flecks shimmered with the sunbeams. The well-placed makeup highlighted her unusual color. Everything had been set up before Brooklyn, organized to the point of oddly perfect in an OCD way that Rosa appreciated. Even if her haphazard way of going through classes irritated Brooklyn. Rosa could pass without taking a single note. She had lived through history and taken these classes several times over the years. She knew the general American testing and knew how to make a smoked cat-eye and red lipstick without a mirror. The years of practice had made it simple.

      “Is there something in my hair Garcia?” Brooklyn asked, not bothering to even glance up from her history notes.

      “No, just seeing if you get your hair highlighted professionally or if God blessed you with them on a good day.” Rosa lied, knowing the answer but didn’t want to speak the truth of staring at her crush. She enjoyed her few moments of staring without being interrupted, but today Brooklyn was on edge and paying attention.

      “No, I don’t, and that isn’t what you were really doing or asking about,” Brooklyn stated bluntly. She peered up from her notes with a brief sigh. “What is wrong?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You just lied.”

      “Oh, you can tell when I am lying suddenly?”

      “Perhaps, so what is it?” Brooklyn’s gaze went over her thin-rimmed glasses to stare right into Rosa’s now dark eyes.

      Rosa could only blink, tongue-tied for a moment. She wanted what she couldn’t have, and this moment she could feel it in her gut. The truth wanted to pour out of her mouth. She had to find some truth to talk about other than that one. Anything but the truth. “Fitz should take Blanca to Homecoming.” Rosa blurted out. She almost slapped her palm against her forehead with that answer. That might just be as stupid as uttering the truth.

      “You want to talk about our siblings? Seriously?” Brooklyn arched both eyebrows. “That seems odd…”

      “What, they could go, start some epic romance, and be the cutest new couple. People would leave him alone because he’s dating the sweet girl,” Rosa rambled out far too fast. It would have made sense in Spanish, but English was slower than her native Spanish in this life. She took a breath to calm her nerves, watching Brooklyn’s response with her expressive eyebrows. Brooklyn had mastered keeping her face calm even when annoyed, but her eyes always gave her away. She was confused, clearly expecting a different conversation to be occurring right now.

      “I could talk to him. I know he is fond of Blanca,” she began.

      “Fond, what a bland word.”

      “He isn’t dead, of course. He adores Blanca, but he isn’t one to ruin a friendship, and is too much of a gentleman to destroy that with her. I don’t think he would believe she,” Brooklyn paused, searching for the right word. “Likes him in that way.”

      “Great, so they are both too shy to make a move.” Rosa sighed dramatically, rubbing her temples with fingers. “How did I get all the guts in the family?”

      “I have no idea. It is always a surprise with you two.”

      “In what way?”

      “You are like night and day, not just in appearances, but personalities as well. But when meeting either of you, the love you have for each other is palpable. You are closer than any sisters I know. Fitz and I aren’t even that close.”

      “But you guys get along well enough.”

      “We have had to. Being military brats does that, and being the only kids in our house.” Brooklyn gave a minor shrug. “Between globetrotting, language barriers, we had each other. You and Blanca seem to know what the other one is thinking from across the school without texting. It is sometimes eerie.”

      Rosa couldn’t give an answer other than a smile. Being cursed for so long, they had been through hell longer than they could remember. They had been tight for as long as either of them could remember. They depended on one another for everything. Their mother faded in and out, depending on what they needed. But she wasn’t always in the right frame of mind to be of use. They could feel one another on a level that Rosa couldn’t explain. They knew when the other was in danger, hurt, stressed, or when the cycle was about to restart since the fade of the life began with Blanca before it affected Rosa.

      “How about I try to get Blanca to ask Fitz, anything to make it simpler for him?”

      “He is shy and nervous about those types of things. He doesn’t dance or go to those type of school events. If Alexis weren’t scheduling out our entire Homecoming, I was thinking I would help chaperone just to make it comfortable,” Brooklyn explained.

      “Screw Alexis let’s help them. I am not sure I can go with some guy she picks for me.”

      “Because I want to, she has already emailed us a list of colors we are allowed for our dresses,” Brooklyn explains with a hand wave.

      “Like I would even pay attention to that, I already have my dress and no intention of telling her what it looks like.”

      “You are feisty today, Garcia, I like it.”

      “I’m in a mood. Alexis telling me what I can and can’t do isn’t helping and picking me a guy for a date, ugh. I can’t believe you are going to go along with it,” Rosa said before she could stop herself. Brooklyn’s surprise danced over her face.

      “You think I am just going to go along?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Yes, honestly.”

      “I do. You want everything to go smoothly for your applications. Being on the court without causing waves will keep it running like a top.” Rosa said, speaking the blunt truth that would hurt, but at least it was honest. Brooklyn stopped talking for a minute to look out the window into the sunlight streaming in. “Should I apologize yet?”

      “No, I want to say you are wrong and argue with you,” Brooklyn started. “But I don’t think I can.”

      “You wanted me to tell you what I think about this.”

      “I did, and you have.” Brooklyn turned from the window to see the teacher had begun the class without either of them noticing. “We should pay attention to class.”

      “Probably,” Rosa said to glance at their teacher Mrs. Johnson droning on about the Civil War. “I don’t want you to be mad at me.”

      “I’m not. I think I am more disappointed with myself.”

      “Talk at lunch?”

      “Sure.”
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      Blanca sat in the front row of her calculus class, working on deciphering her board’s problems, not paying attention to the other students. No one in class talked with one another during the explanation section. At the same time, Mrs. Michaels went over each problem for the group. The first problem was one she had worked on before, giving Blanca time to work on some higher-level math equations she had downloaded to add to her occult studies.

      Blanca felt the emotional wave crash through her, not from anything she was thinking of, given math didn’t bring on anything but the occasional flare of frustration. This was a sense of pain, a hint of heartbreak, and it rolled from Rosa’s heart. Blanca didn’t know what happened, but it hurt her sister’s heart somewhere deep down. Sneaking her phone out of her bag, she sent a quick text to see what happened in a few simple words. Blanca wouldn’t hear anything until between classes, and she wouldn’t have a chance to see her until lunch. It was her history class, which Rosa had with Brooklyn. Blanca could only guess what might have happened between the pair. She doubted Rosa had broached the big question of asking her out, but something had definitely occurred.

      The rest of her math class passed at a slow pace, from the steady ticking of the electronic clock to each breath the students took. Blanca wanted out, escaping this minor prison to get to her sister to find out what happened. No texts came through, no hints from their sensing on another, Blanca could only spin the guessing wheel leading to nowhere. When the bell rang, she rushed out of the room faster than she usually did to reach her sister’s locker. She would have to sprint to her Latin class on the other side of the school. Still, it would be worth seeing her sister and hearing about the murky emotions flowing from Rosa. She didn’t have to wait long; Rosa’s normal high stride was fast paced but no longer fierce. She was annoyed, nearly hissing at anyone before her to hide the pain ripping through her. Rosa saw her sister slow her pace to stop before her locker.

      “There is nothing to say,” Rosa spoke in rapid-fire Spanish.

      “Liar, what happened?” Blanca replied in a similar speech pattern.

      “I answered a question honestly and hurt Brooklyn’s feelings,” Rosa spit out as if it were a curse. Blanca reached out with a hand to stroke Rosa’s shoulder. “Don’t coddle me. I don’t deserve it.”

      “Rosa,” Blanca started.

      “Get to Latin. I will deal with this later.” She slammed the locker door, and the conversation closed. She left without a backward glance to head to her economics class, eating up the old floor, scaring people with her anger pouring off her in waves. Blanca shook her head but took off at a swift pace to make it to her class before the bell rang to slide into her seat before she was tardy.

      The refresher course that she took to remind her of Latin to help her studies of the occult and magical studies. She had learned Latin through several lives. Now she needed to update the knowledge given it had not been useful in her everyday life in several cycles. She began the rote conjugations of verbs with the rest of the class. Her sister’s boiling emotions had dimmed slightly, not enough to fade entirely from their bond. Blanca kept her attention pinned to the here and now, attempting to save her sister’s feelings held in the back of her mind.

      The tapping on the window distracted her, the rap-tap tapping kept going, and the rest of the class didn’t seem to notice or care. Blanca glanced up from her notebook to see someone’s fingers as they continued to tap against the window. Blanca stopped to look around the room, seeing if anyone else noticed, but everyone else kept working. Being on the second story the pranksters of the school could get there if they were determined. No one else noticing meant it was something else, something only she and her sister could see. He was here.

      Sliding out her phone, she sent the SOS message to Rosa and an explanation of what she was seeing. The dwarf, or whatever face He would be wearing this time around. Somehow, He was already here, way too early and taunting them. Panic rolled through her body like a tidal wave. Every thought of Latin had flown out of her mind as she focused on the tapping. The tune was something few would recognize, the lullaby from old times about the Coco monster that will come to eat you if you don’t sleep. A story that had begun to frighten her since she becomes an insomniac close to the end of each cycle. Blanca knew better than others that fairytales, lullabies, and mythological creatures exist just as she and Rosa did. Something like Coco could be out in this world hunting all those who didn’t sleep when they should be, like Blanca. He knew.

      Blanca heard her name from the teacher. She yanked her attention from the window. She saw the sentence on the board and struggled to answer. The answer passed easily enough even though her teacher Mr. Braig knew she could have responded better. Blanca managed a wan smile, only after the tapping finally stopped, and she couldn’t see the fingers. She partly focused on the rest of the class and slowly left once the bell rang. Blanca watched the halls, searching for anything out of place, someone new or different, for any sign of Him. She only had one class before she could get to lunch and see her sister, maybe find an answer as to why He was already here, stalking them. All she wanted to do was cry. She entered the bathroom to hide in the stall for a few minutes.

      She sat on the toilet seat, shaking as several tears rolled down. He always knew how to scare them, what haunted them, and let them know that He was here, He would do everything to trip them up and attempt to end their cycle early. He had done it during the last cycle, causing the car crash that took their lives months before they were due to cycle into this life. Blanca wasn’t ready for it to start, the haunting, stalking, and pure fear He could drive into them.

      The bathroom door opened with the first bell warning them they had only a couple minutes before the next period began. Blanca was already going to be late, but she would take the tardy. She might just go to the nurse’s office and make her escape home.

      “Blanca?” Rosa asked, peering under the stalls.

      “Rosa, why are you here?”

      “He is here. Do you honestly think I am heading off to class instead of finding you?”

      “He was hanging outside the window in Latin, tapping out the Coco lullaby.” Blanca opened the stall door. Rosa leaned against the doorway to stare down at her sister, curled up on the toilet.

      “You said that in the text. Did He do anything else?”

      “No, He left after a while, but no one else saw or heard.”

      “He isn’t ready to play with the locals,” Rosa sighed out, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

      “He is early.”

      “I don’t know what we did to draw Him close.”

      “Neither do I,” Blanca wiped her tears away. Rosa gave her a hand up as the last bell rang. They were both late for their class. Neither seemed to care as they looked to one another. “Now what?”

      “I definitely don’t try to hit Him with a car this time around.”

      “That was a terrible idea last time around.” Rosa gave a chuff, taking her sister’s arm to lead her to the sink. Rosa helped her wash her face, fixing the light makeup Blanca used, and brushed out her hair. Pieces of pale white hair had bled through the freshly dyed golden blonde already. Rosa brushed it forward to show Blanca, who anxiously took the strand to stare at it in the mirror.

      “That is not good,” Blanca started.

      “I think I can hide it. How does mine look?” Rosa turned, shaking her brown and red locks with scarlet streaks blazing through her hair.

      “Oh,” Blanca took the edges to show her sister. The red had bled through, worse than the white in her hair.

      “Well, that is dramatic. Looks like I am full of school spirit.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Fight to survive.”

      “I still don’t know how to break the curse.”

      “We never do,” Rosa commented, finished pulling her hair into a ponytail. “Think I can pull off these are just extensions?”

      “Probably,” Blanca replied with a chuckle. “Only you would be worried about your hair when He has returned.”

      “He always returns, it’s just a part of the curse. My hair, on the other hand, needs to be on point. I have a style to uphold.”

      “You are so vain.”

      “And you say that like it is a bad thing?”
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      Blanca was safe, but He was back. Months before His time, and came straight for her. If I had any way to hurt Him, I would, but He had all the tricks of magic up His sleeve where I had the rules of the world holding me down. We skipped the last class before lunch to meet up with everyone to eat. Blanca grabbed her salad with sparkling water to find a corner to hide with a thick occult book in a vain attempt to break the curse. Rosa half-listened to everyone chatting about the plans for Homecoming week, the game, events, and the dance. Alexis had sent new email updates with details, schedules, and what was acceptable to wear. Brooklyn hadn’t sat next to Rosa for the first time in a long time. Instead, she sat at the edge of the group, not paying attention to anything except for nibbling her sandwich, seemingly lost in thought.

      “Rosa, you and Cory will make a great couple. But I am not sure about those red streaks. They are festive for school, but with the black or dark blue dress they might clash.” Alexis continued, pulling Rosa’s attention from searching the area for Him and what chaos He might cause in the middle of a school.

      “What?” Rosa questioned, not hearing everything but had certainly heard enough to know she wasn’t going to the dance with Cory. “I’m not going with Cory.”

      “Of course, you are. I already set it up. Didn’t you read the email?” Alexis stated, looking up from her pink tablet with a flicker of annoyance. “You two will look great together after you get rid of the red streaks. How did I not notice them this morning?”

      “She didn’t have them this morning.” Brooklyn halfway commented while not looking at the group.

      “Are you sure?” Alexis replied, peering closer at Rosa.

      “Yes,” Brooklyn said, finally glancing back to the group. “They are new.”

      “If you say so,” Alexis continued. “Now, Brooklyn, you and Jeremy will look great together. I think pastel for you would be best, if you can find maybe a violet or something similar to your eye color?”

      “Alexis,” Rosa half-shouted, with gasps around her as conversations through the lunch area settle to whispers, and Blanca stopped reading to stare at her sister. She stood, preparing to interfere if a fight broke out. Fitz had just arrived, placing his lunch close to Blanca, and looked at her. Blanca waved him to stop.

      “Jeez Rosa, I’m not deaf, what?” Alexis replied through the hush that settled around the room.

      “I am not going with Cory freaking Freedman to Homecoming. I am not wearing a black or what, navy dress. I don’t care if it goes with your plan.” Rosa stated each word emphatically, making each nearly a sentence by itself given how much emphasis she put on them. Rosa had stood as Alexis dropped to her seat in shock. No one talked to her like that, ever. “I already have a dress, and if you asked, I would have told you, it is emerald green, and no, I am not going to change it. Also, I would rather go solo than with some guy you pick.”

      “What is wrong with you,” Alexis finally found her voice. “There is a plan, and everyone has to have a date. You are on the court, and tradition says they go with each other. And green, really?”

      “Yes, green. And no, I don’t care about tradition. Cory and I don’t like one another. He bullies everyone, including my sister. Besides, I’m gay, and going with a guy is simply nothing I’m interested in.”

      “You can’t be gay; I don’t have time for a coming-out arc for Homecoming,” Alexis stated. Since it didn’t follow the narrative that she ran in her mind, the one where the world revolved around her alone.

      “She is, and I am her date,” Brooklyn said, having stood up next to Rosa softly. Brooklyn took her hand, with Rosa breathing deeply. Having realized she had just come out to the entire lunchroom, Brooklyn stated they were going to a dance together and holding hands. Then she saw Him. He was sitting on a table snarling in His native awful partial demonic dwarf form. His rotten yellow-brown teeth ground together. She could almost hear them gnashing together over the whispers and harsh comments buzzing through the room. He stared at her with little beady red eyes over His bulbous nose. He looked closer to His native form than Rosa had seen Him in generations. His old fashion German clothing was well worn from centuries ago, dirty and falling apart. He glared back at her before snarling at Blanca, who had noticed Him. He faded into the wall laughing maniacally.

      Rosa caught Blanca’s nervous glance and held Brooklyn’s hand. Only a moment before, Rosa had everything come together, and now panic settled in. He certainly was here to ruin everything she just got. Pulling herself together, she looked back to a furious Alexis, preparing for an angry rant.

      “Alexis, just work around it. Brooklyn and I are going together. We are going to wear what we want and date who we want. I am sure Cory and Jeremy will have no problems finding someone who wants to go with them. Get over it.”

      Brooklyn tugged on Rosa’s hand, taking the hint to leave it before it got worse. Rosa picked up her messenger bag and apple before leaving the room, followed by gossip moving faster than anyone could walk.
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      Everyone in the room watched Rosa and Brooklyn exit, but no one stopped talking about it. All the popular girls circled Alexis, talking over one another. Blanca took a deep breath; her sister had just come out to almost everyone, and Brooklyn stood up with her. He came to watch and mock before leaving. Dropping to her seat, Fitz watched her with an attentive gaze from the top of his book.

      “I take it that was not planned,” Fitz asked.

      “I doubt it. Rosa wasn’t going to come out to the school like that. I didn’t know Brooklyn liked her.”

      “Brooklyn is bi.” Blanca turned to look at Fitz as he blushed. “I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s fine. I didn’t know.”

      “She doesn’t talk about it, but she thinks Rosa is special. I guess something happened today to make her express herself in such a fashion.”

      “It has been a busy day.”

      “You missed last period, are you okay?”

      “I,” Blanca began and paused. They didn’t have a class together until the next period. “How did you know?”

      “Chris is in Music Theory and said you weren’t there.”

      “Oh, I was feeling a little poorly after Latin,” Blanca explained. It was mostly the truth given He had returned, and that knowledge turned her inside out.

      “Do you need anything?” he asked.

      “I feel better now. Rosa got there and took care of me. I am taking it easy now and seeing how I feel,” she said, as long as she kept calm. He was lurking, and the stress of His existence was enough to send either of the sisters into an emotional tailspin.

      “Good,” he stated, glancing back to his food. They remained quiet as they ate and read through their books until they walked to class. They shared Computer Sciences together. She took the seat next to him, checking her phone but there was only a brief text from his sister telling her that Rosa was okay, and that Blanca should think about asking Fitz to the dance, and they would talk later. Blanca replied briefly that she was glad that her sister was okay. She would think about being brave and hoped she and Rosa had a good day. Blanca shook her head at her sister. Rosa tended to have all the bravery of the pair of them. Asking Fitz out sounded far above something she could do, especially with the creepy dwarf roaming around preparing whatever monstrous things He had planned for them this time around.

      Once the teacher arrived, programming started quickly. Blanca began working through her process, reading over what she had done the previous week and restarted the coding, listening to what the teacher said. Her fingers flashed over the keyboard, pulling her back into a sense of normalcy she understood. Numbers and codes, just another type of research Blanca loved to learn. She heard the lullaby close by from a phone ring, pulling her from her focus. Turning in the chair, no one else noticed.

      “Sleep little one, sleep already, or the Coco will come and take you away…” the song began to sing on a cell phone nearby. No one turned to ask who left a phone on, which was against the rules. Only Blanca could hear it. He was here, somewhere taunting her with a lullaby that scared her.

      “Blanca, what’s wrong?” Fitz asked, closer to her than she expected. She hadn’t heard him move or shift.

      “I thought I heard something.”

      “And?”

      “I guess I didn’t,” Blanca began before the haunting laughter came from under one of the desks close by. She jerked back in the seat, pulling up her legs in case He came out.

      “Blanca?” Fitz asked carefully.

      “I don’t think I am feeling well, sorry.” She grabbed her messenger bag to excuse herself out of class. The teacher gave her the pass for the nurse’s office. She nearly sprinted out of the room, escaping into the hallway. She stopped to suck in a couple deep breaths. The lights flickered as He appeared in the hallway. No longer the creepy demonic dwarf from the lunchroom, but back to an almost average looking short human with red eyes and modern clothing. His face contorted in odd angles that normal people couldn’t do with His small pin-prick eyes, oversized nose, and sharp teeth. His skin moved and shifted colors as He walked towards her, smiling.

      “Snow White,” His German came out guttural as it always did. Blanca felt the flicker of her German skills coming back to her.

      “Dwarf.”

      “Running again?”

      “Last time you got us killed, I think avoiding you is a better idea.”

      “Poor little flowers, Rose Red and Snow White so afraid of me. You used to help me, pity me,” He barked out a harsh laugh that scraped the back of her brain. It brought some memories long forgotten in a haze that she could almost touch, but they faded as soon as He finished laughing.

      “We don’t remember. We only can read our story.”

      “I know after you got to live “happily ever after” with that bear-prince and your sister was happy I found my revenge. I had you all cursed.”

      “This is your fault?” Blanca asked, carefully taking out her cell phone to text her sister she could feel coming towards her to warn about the dwarf.

      “We have had this discussion many times, Snow White. Every time you are surprised, I would do this to you after helping me.”

      “We didn’t do anything to you, we helped you, and you cursed us to this, whatever this is?”

      “You did everything,” He yelled at her. Sparks spewed from the lights above the hallway, as the lights dimmed, and several just died from His spilling anger. Blanca was slammed back from His pure force of will into the wall behind her. She slumped down. Pain greeted her back and butt once she hit the floor. He seemed as surprised as Blanca by what happened. He stared at His hands, the lights not returning to their normal status. The curse just made another change.
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      Rosa sprinted into the hallway, skidding to a halt. The scene unfolded before her with the dwarf looming over her prone sister, electricity flickering and panic riding Blanca.

      “Back off,” Rosa yelled, grabbing the fire extinguisher from the wall. She knew she couldn’t hurt Him, but she would keep trying.

      “Ah, Rose Red, about time you showed up,” He spoke, turning only one of His beady red eyes to look at Rosa. The other one remained focused solely on Blanca.

      “I had to make sure my shoes were the right ones to kick your…” Rosa began before another wave of anger came from the dwarf, slamming her into the lockers nearby. The fire extinguisher rolled away; Rosa slumped down, feeling the pain in harmony with Blanca before she moved off the ground.

      “Language Rose Red, what has this world taught you?”

      “That I have the best high kicks on the cheerleading team,” Rosa stated before attempting to kick the dwarf. He ducked a moment before contact might have been made. Rosa followed the kick with another, being trained over the years with martial arts and cheerleading. He kept ducking instead of allowing her to phase right through Him as they usually did when they attempted to attack Him. Rosa slid past Him, changing her position once she landed. “Who’s ducking now?”

      “I have grown in power; I can hurt the pair of you now.” He snarled, flinging power towards Rosa. She hit the ground, avoiding the wave of energy above her that slammed into the lockers. Metal clanged above her, from the locks and doors before Rosa began to pull herself up again. The dwarf snarled in response.

      “Really?” Rosa stood up, trying to get His attention as Blanca inched up to grab the loose fire extinguisher. Blanca picked up the extinguisher to raise it up and brought it down on the dwarf’s head. It made contact. Rosa gasped as Blanca dropped it with a loud ‘oh.’ They hadn’t been able to make physical contact with Him in lifetimes. The dwarf didn’t fall but howled from pain. Blanca ran from His side towards Rosa. His hand grabbed her loose long golden blonde and white hair to yank her towards him. Rosa stepped forward even as he pulled Blanca close to His body, holding her too close with a clawed hand clenched over her throat.

      “Rose Red, come closer and see what I will do.” He snarled out, gripping Blanca’s throat. Rosa stopped dead in her tracks.

      “Let her go,” Rosa said in a harsh whisper. She didn’t move, just waited to see what He wanted. She couldn’t watch Him kill her sister like this. He never touched them; He only caused their deaths if they died before their cycles restarted. Now they could feel one another, and He had Blanca.

      “Oh, the irony. I could kill Snow White with a thought…” He began with a grin widening over His cruel face. His face began to shift from the human one into His normal old fashioned dwarven one. The clothes rotted and aged in moments. Everything began to fade and melt into His natural fairytale form. Blanca’s hair had also shifted back into the purest white without a hint of the blonde left.

      “Yes, but of the pair of us, you like her better than me. Wouldn’t you want to kill me instead?” Rosa stated, willing to give herself over to His rage just to save Blanca. Thankfully, no one else had entered the hallways from all the power flaring through, meaning they didn’t hear or see anything out of the ordinary.

      “Oh, I do hate you, but if I hurt Snow White, it will destroy you. Everyone loves her,” He stated plainly, twitching His clawed fingers over her throat. Rosa could see tears running down her cheeks and rapid blinking. Blanca seemed to be holding herself still, holding her hands in fists and stopping from doing anything.

      “You know we don’t remember anymore, right?”

      “It doesn’t matter, I do.”

      “It always matters, we’re cursed and suffering, isn’t that enough?” Rosa shouted, losing the temper she barely had control of with her sister in danger, the loss of control of the whole situation.

      “Never,” He began to squeeze. Rosa screamed as blood began to bloom on Blanca’s throat and her eyes rolled back with a gasp.
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      Blanca felt His claws rip into her throat and blood dripping down onto her chest. Rosa screamed at such a high pitch; it shook her to her core, and she just wanted to weep for them all. This bitter curse that had destroyed them all. No one was winning. Not even the dwarf who started this whole journey was winning. He was as broken as they were.

      She began to slip into unconsciousness. She wanted to save them all. They were doomed to repeat this again once she died, just like last time.
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      Fitz finished the program, waiting to see if Blanca returned. He felt something was wrong. She didn’t look sick but scared. He kept searching for the computer lab for what frightened her and found nothing. He felt his phone vibrate. Fitz glanced up from the computer to see Ms. Ellis was busy with another student. He slid his phone out from his pocket to see his sister texting him that Rosa had left her a message about Blanca, and something was wrong. He knew and agreed; Brooklyn left her class to find them. Fitz asked to be excused and was waved off. He took his backpack and stepped into the hallway. He smelled blood and felt the buzz of electricity. The hallway shimmered, almost like there was a mist over the whole area. Several lockers were dented. One of the fire extinguishers was rolled into a corner with some dark substance that looked like blood on the edge, and everything felt off. He heard the click of heels approaching to see his twin arrive, clearly panicked.

      “I can’t find either of them. Blanca isn’t in the nurse’s office,” Brooklyn spoke swiftly.

      “Something is wrong here,” Fitz stated. He watched her take in the area as quickly as he did.

      “I feel something is here, like we are missing something right in front of us,” she spoke, reaching out to touch anything. Fitz nodded in agreement. He laid the backpack down to kneel by the extinguisher to handle the odd substance. It felt nearly like blood but not quite the same color, it was too dark and murky. He could smell Blanca’s light floral perfume around. She should be here, but she wasn’t. It didn’t make any sense.

      “I can smell her perfume,” Fitz muttered, standing back up.

      “Fresh or old?” Brooklyn never thought his exceptional sense of smell was odd.

      “Like she is nearby, within a meter or two of me. Also, Rosa’s, but it’s more over there. Right now, but I can’t see them.” Brooklyn nodded, believing him where everyone else might think he was crazy. They had been through some odd things in their life, and when he said something as a fact, she would believe it even it sounds completely irrational.

      “Where is Rosa?” He took a few steps to orientate himself and found out where he could find her scent close by.

      “Here, something is wrong. Rosa is afraid, and there is blood where Blanca is, or rather, was.”

      “They must be out of phase with us,” Brooklyn stated as if it was something normal. Fitz just tilted his head. “Now we just need to get into the phase they are in or get them back into ours.”

      “How do you propose we do that?” Fitz asked. Brooklyn pulled out her cell phone to call Rosa while he waited. It rang on Brooklyn’s end, and they both listened to see if they could hear anything. Brooklyn glanced around, shifting before kneeling on the ground towards the dented lockers. He followed before it went to voicemail. She hung up to dial again and followed the nearly inaudible noise to the right by the lockers. It barely made a noise, but they found a ringing of another phone they couldn’t see.

      “Her phone is here, out of phase.” Brooklyn began to pat the ground, searching for it. Fitz picked up the fire extinguisher to bring to her.

      “This was loose and seems to have something on it. Blanca’s scent is on it.” Brooklyn looked at it briefly before taking another harder look.

      “What is that?”

      “I think blood, but it’s not the right color.”

      “Did she hit someone with it?” Brooklyn asked.

      “If she did, that means they are in real trouble.”

      “Keep it with you. If they are, for goodness’s sake, hit whoever is after them with it again and keep them down. If Blanca is scared enough to hit someone, they are damn well the bad guy.” Fitz nodded in agreement. “Wait, do you really think she used it?”

      “Maybe, seems likely. Why?”

      “Let me see it. It might help us phase or something.” Brooklyn took it to pat it around where they found the ringing noise and until it tapped against the backpack that shimmered in and out. “Ah-ha!”

      “That worked, now what?”

      “Let’s get to Rosa,” she stated.

      “Blanca is bleeding.”

      “Good point, and if Rosa is that far away from her, someone has her.” Fitz nodded. He picked up the fire extinguisher. Brooklyn pulled out her mace can and a retractable stun baton. She took a moment to pull her hair into a long ponytail and, with a nod, took her brother’s hand to prepare to save the girls.
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      “Please, let her go,” Rosa wanted to beg, or do anything as Blanca’s eyes fluttered closed. “How could you?”

      “Easily Rose Red, it is so simple, you are so fragile, little flower.”

      Rosa felt the tear began to drip down her face, seeing her sister’s life begin to fade, the pain streaking through her. She felt the rage within beginning to build. She would hurt Him, destroy Him as He did to her. The air shimmered, something cool poured through the area. It changed as they were no longer alone.

      With a high ponytail wielding a baton and can of mace, Brooklyn stood on one side holding Fitz’s hand. He stood holding a stupid fire extinguisher that Blanca had used to bash the dwarf only a few minutes before. The dwarf spun, unsure what had changed as Rosa had begun to smile wildly before sprinting towards Him.

      Fitz bashed the extinguisher over the creature’s head without even pausing to grab Blanca before she hit the ground. Brooklyn sprayed the dwarf’s face with the mace and struck His knees with the baton before turning on the stun feature, causing Him to scream. Fitz took a few steps away, ripping off his flannel to wrap around Blanca’s neck, staunching the blood flow and wrapping her in his heat. Rosa began to kick the dwarf while Brooklyn continued to hit Him with the baton and mace. He screamed, trying to fight back but it was ineffective as He couldn’t see from the mace.

      Brooklyn and Rosa had spent several years on the cheerleading team knowing one another’s moves, knowing exactly where the other was going. They beat Him down until He barely twitched, still alive and moaning. They stood over Him, watching Him leak the strange murky brown blood. Fitz carried Blanca over, still unconscious but alive, in order to watch the girls, take down the small creature.

      “Is she…” Rosa asked, reaching for her sister.

      “Yes, she will be fine, but she needs to get to a hospital. You two took care of,” Fitz started looking at the creature, “what is that?”

      “An evil dwarf from a fairytale,” Rosa said, not sure if the truth was the best course of action, but figured the cat was already out of the bag now, and they helped save her and her sister from an early grave. They deserved the truth.

      “Seriously, I thought dwarves were supposed to be like greedy or come in groups of seven?” Brooklyn asked.

      “The wrong fairytale. This one is angry and seems to have cursed Blanca and me. I don’t know what happens now. We haven’t been able to physically affect one another before now. And now, I have no idea what this means.” Rosa stated, holding the twin’s gaze. She had to explain some of this since they were still in the in-between world where magic worked, and they had to get out in order to save Blanca.

      “Wait, you’re cursed?” Brooklyn asked.

      “Technically, yes. Blanca and I started out as fairytales.”

      “Which one?” Fitz asked calmly.

      “Rose Red and Snow White,” Rosa said. She looked at her sister’s silvery-white hair spilling out, knowing her scarlet red hair had probably escaped the hair dye by now.

      “I think I remember that one. Didn’t they help a dwarf escape His problems, and Snow White married the bear who ended up being a prince or something?” Fitz said.

      “Pretty much, we have only read the stories. Neither of us remembers much of that life. We have been cursed for breaking this streak without any idea of what the curse is. We get taunted by Him,” Rosa pointed to the dwarf, “who tried to get us in trouble or killed before the cycle ends.”

      “Then what?” Brooklyn asked.

      “It repeats somewhere else, and we relive another life with new names about five to six years before it repeats. No one remembers us. We just fade out of that life into another. It is,” Rosa pauses, “difficult.”

      “How long do you have left?” Brooklyn demanded, reaching for Rosa to take her hand.

      “This coming summer.”

      “Can we help you break it?” Brooklyn asked gently.

      “It can’t hurt, but we have no idea any of the rules. All we know is who we are, we are cursed like our mother, and He shows up to cause problems. He came early this time, and we could hurt Him, which is new.” Rosa explained. “He hurt Blanca to hurt me, He hates me, and I don’t even know why.”

      “If we leave Him, will He come back?” Fitz asks, holding Blanca closer.

      “I don’t know, but we have to get Blanca help.” Fitz nods.

      “Do you know to get out of this place?” Brooklyn asked. “I mean we just beat the dwarf, so doesn’t that mean we won?”

      “It is some magical in-between. He can bring us here. We can’t. We are from magic but can’t do magic.” Rosa explained. “I have no idea if we won, we seem to have won this battle.”

      “We used His blood to get here. We should be able to use it to get out.” Brooklyn said, going over to scrape up some of the blood with her baton. “Everyone, hold on to Fitzwilliam, and I will try to bring us back over.”

      “Fitzwilliam?” Rosa asked with an arched eyebrow. “Seriously, Fitz?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know it was short for that?” Brooklyn replied with a side eye.

      “No, it is not like I share that my name is short for Fitzwilliam, Brooklyn. No one ever needed to know that.” Fitz said.

      “Sorry,” Brooklyn stated, trying to use the blood to phase back into the world. After several minutes, the world around them began to shimmer, and they appeared back into the hallway. They all took a deep breath before grabbing their bags and rushing to the local hospital.
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      Blanca woke a day later in the hospital with her mother and sister still at her bedside. Her neck had stitches along the smooth pale column of her throat, along with a transfusion and several rounds of antibiotics from whatever creature attacked her. The claw marks left an infection, but it appeared she would make a full recovery. Rosa had explained to their mother about the dwarf and then caught Blanca up on how they escaped and why she was alive. Rosa smoothed over the story with their mother there and waited until she left to give the full story, along with no sign of the dwarf. Along with Rosa telling Fitz and Brooklyn their entire story after their dealings with Him.

      “How did they take it?” Blanca asked once Rosa finished the full story.

      “Better than expected.”

      “And?”

      “They want to help us break the curse. Also, Brooklyn expects us to start applying for college, said it will give us hope that this curse will be broken.” Rosa started. “I called them to tell them you are awake and ready for visitors.”

      “I look terrible.” Blanca began to finger comb her silvery-white hair. “Our hair is back to normal colors.”

      “I tried to color mine this morning, and it wouldn’t take. It looks like I am back to red that looks like I intentionally dyed it this color instead. At least we are in a time when unnatural colors like ours are possible.”

      “Can you make me not look like I spent the night in a hospital?” Blanca asked.

      “I can try. I have a bag for you. The contacts are out, but they know your eyes are ice blue and have seen mine now too. I guess honesty is our policy with the twins right now.”

      “Are you still on for Homecoming with Brooklyn?”

      “Last time I checked, yes. Alexis sent an email this morning practically changing everything around the new setup with our out and proud couple of Brooklyn and me.”

      “Wow, why the sudden turn around?”

      “My sister is in the hospital after an attack on campus. Besides, she took a poll that had us on a high approval rating,” Blanca gave a short laugh that cut off quickly with pain from her throat. “Take it easy Blanca, you have to baby your throat.”

      “I will, now try to make me look like I didn’t get mauled by Him.” Blanca gave a brief smile. “So, you guys beat Him, is the curse…”

      “I don’t know, it is the first time we beat Him, and it feel different.” Rosa explained. “Maybe we broke the curse.”

      “How will we even know?” Blanca asked, reaching her hand that Rosa took.

      “I don’t think there is a simple answer, but for now I think we research and see if anything changes. He hasn’t come back, once He appears He never stops until He ends us. I think it has changed, meaning we might have actually done it this time.” Rosa continued.

      “We might be free?”

      “I think there is a chance, I plan to live life to the fullest even if it isn’t. I am too happy not to.” Rosa smiled brightly. “We survived Him being able to touch us, I think it is a life to celebrate.”

      “Okay,” Blanca replied with a squeeze. “I never actually thought we could be free.”

      “We would have to be at some point and if it was ever going to happen, I am glad it is this life. We have found happiness.”

      “Maybe that is part of what we needed to break this curse.”

      “What to be happy? It couldn’t have been that simple.” Rosa chuffed.

      “Why not? In the tales sometimes it was as simple as a kiss, why not being happy and honest to who we are?” Blanca stated.

      “Maybe…” Rosa thought not trying to think too deeply into such a simple answer to their life cycles issues.

      After a few hours, the twins arrived. Brooklyn and Fitz exchanged small talk before Rosa took Brooklyn out, leaving Fitz and Blanca to talk. Brooklyn left some books, and Fitz brought flowers.

      “So, now you know about us.” Blanca started.

      “I don’t think it is that weird. You two have always seemed a bit beyond everyone else.”

      “So, we still get to be friends?”

      “Always, Brooklyn spent the night researching, making spreadsheets on what to do about curse breaking.” Blanca gave a short chuff before she stopped to hold her throat. Fitz brought the cup up to help her drink.

      “I am to take it easy; I still heal normally.”

      “But you should be out in the next few days though, right?”

      “Yes, and then back to school.”

      “That is good. It will be odd without you there.” Fitz started, rubbing his hands against the pantleg of his cargo pants.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Sorry, an old habit when I get nervous.”

      “No need to be nervous with me.”

      “Brooklyn and Rosa seem to be dating, going to Homecoming together,” he blurted out.

      “I know, I am glad for them.” Blanca gave a smile, genuinely happy for her sister. “Brooklyn is wonderful and makes Rosa truly happy.”

      “Are you going to Homecoming?”

      “No one has asked. I doubt it after I was attacked. I am probably a ever larger pariah now,” she glanced away at the snowy white roses he brought. An old symbol of her story arc in the fairytales she was born from. “Those are beautiful. I was named for flowers like those.”

      “I read about your stories; my German is a little rusty, but I stared translating the original Grimm into English to see if I could find anything that might help.”

      “Really, wow, I didn’t know you knew German.”

      “We spent about five years in Germany. It has been a while since I spoke or read in it, but it comes back to you pretty quickly.” She nodded in agreement. “Would you go with me?”

      “Go where?”

      “To the dance.”

      “Yes, I would love to.” She gave a bright smile to reach a hand without the IV attached to clasp his hand. He took it and returned her smile.

      “Thank you, I didn’t want to ruin our friendship, but I thought for a moment we lost you. I couldn’t forgive myself for not trying.” He leaned in to kiss the back of her hand.

      “Oh,” Blanca felt another wave of tears, joyful this time.

      “Don’t cry, please.”

      “These are good tears, thank you. I always worry that only Rosa or my mother would notice if I was gone.” He pulled out his handkerchief to give her an old fashion tradition she took to dab her eyes and held her smile. “I will have to get a dress now.”

      “I have to find a tux for someone my height,” he gave a low laugh before they relaxed into talking about an ordinary school project, science, and now the worlds of magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The foursome approached the large gymnasium decked out in the school colors of various shades of scarlets and royal blues. Fitz fiddled with his silver tie and his uncomfortable tux with Blanca on his arm in a silvery-white dress. The high neck hid the still healing wounds from her attack. She wore heels to get closer to his extreme height that for once he made no effort to hide, showing his almost seven feet of height, surprising people that had known him since he had gotten to school. With Blanca being his date, they also gave him a warm welcome as people moved out of their way, leaving the pair to enter without much of an issue. Her newly accepted silvery-white hair had pieces of pale blue ribbon threaded through the updo that matched her pale blue eyes and hints of sparkles over her dress. She seemed to be happy with her date and was recovering well from the attack. No one had found what animal had done it, but nothing attacked again. Rumors that her protector that day was Fitz, and he single-handedly had taken out the creature and disposed of it.

      They were followed by the talk of the dance of the princess couple of Brooklyn, in amethyst purple and Rosa, in emerald green with her newly scarlet hair. They had set the school abuzz with their new coupling, shocking everyone. They didn’t seem to let it bother them and just took to it as if they had been dating for months instead of a week. Everyone began to think of them as the new “It” couple of the school. Looking to them for advice, hints, and what was in, annoying Alexis to no end that they had taken her place as the popular couple. They entered, not caring what anyone thought of them but went to just enjoy their time together as a happy couple.

      Neither couple noticed the dwarf watching covertly from a distance, having lost, and the curse was broken. The witch held His shoulder, whispered to Him about His punishments for the rest of time. He had lost. They were free to live whatever lives they wanted in this world or could return if they choose to, and now, He had to pay the witch who had He had made a deal with all those years ago. She turned them away from the happiness the girls had finally found to take the dwarf to the path He had chosen when He stole their futures.
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            A Brief Hiss-Story of Karma

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever wondered how Karma works? This witch-narrated tale might just answer your questions. Read on at your own risk, but remember you are never alone... someone is always watching.

      
        
        The full moon rises, the witching hour draws near.

        In the calamity of night, there is too much to fear.

        A witch’s warning falls on deaf ears.

        She screams and she yells, yet nobody hears.

      

        

      
        The door creaks open, in the still of the night.

        A stranger approaches, burdened with plight.

        He doesn’t arrive merely to gloat.

        Someone has taken the life of his goat.

      

        

      
        As midnight creeps across the room.

        Glowing green eyes predict a coming doom.

        Karma, she explains, has no escape or reprise.

        One can never outrun their own lies.

      

        

      
        Take action or forgive, it matters not.

        Judgmental eyes will uncover a plot.

        To balance the books, no guilt is needed,

        Hopefully, her words will end up heeded.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Midnight’s Greeting

          

        

      

    

    
      No one ever visited. No one ever dared. The rickety, ramshackle of a house sat alone in a valley, surrounded by forests and overgrown by weeds. Thorns and thistles provided protection, albeit, the weather-beaten shack needed none. Legends alone were enough to hold pesky unwanted visitors at bay for twenty-three out of twenty-four hours a day. All rumours pointed toward the mistress of evil, a woman with wicked magical powers, residing within the crumbling walls. Of course, no one checked. Bravery was a trait reserved for only the finest of warriors. The aid of these men came at a high price. Without a hefty sum of gold, they lacked enough interest in finding out if there was any truth behind such hearsay.

      The land wasn’t giving away any secrets, either, remaining still without so much as a quake or a rustle. Not even the wind was brazen enough to disturb the hag‘s slumber. Days of terror from long ago lay dormant with her—forgotten by some—sensationalized by others. Nature, however, knew better than to mess with supernatural might. In the sky, the stars hid; the moon refused to shine. Time itself seemed to halt in the presence of the derelict wooden cottage.

      The colour on the trees had transformed from green into colours capable of radiating the warmth of a raging fire, yet the leaves’ shapes remained intact, moisture having been sealed in by Mother Nature's wax. The usual crisp and crinkly crumpling noises of those fallen from under shoes was non-existent. Even the grass, in dire need of a cut, clung to its spring-like vibrant green tones, squelching loudly when anyone trudged through it.

      The noises began as soft crunches—a broken stone walkway alerting all to an unusual presence. Then, erratic footsteps banged heavily on wooden steps. Someone was either overconfident about their arrival or hadn’t been properly taught how to walk quietly. Either way, there was a certain amount of insolence involved in such shenanigans. There was only one plausible explanation: This stranger’s desperation was unequalled. He or she wanted something badly enough to make the long trek to visit the home of a fearsomely formidable foe.

      A musical creaking acted as an alarm, the door opening only a crack. A spider backed away; its web destroyed by the movement. Darkness was the only other greeting for an unannounced visit.

      The stranger remained at the threshold, peeking in. The floorboards moaned and groaned displeasure. The roof sagged in the middle. Chains rattled without a breeze. This home wasn’t settling; it was unsettling.

      A hiss.

      A whisper.

      Two green eyes appeared in the black.

      The door swung fully open.

      “If you’ve travelled all the way here, you might as well come all the way in,” a seemingly disembodied voice called out.

      The figure at the door responded with shuffling feet. Human eyes were lost without a bit of light. Pitch black was exactly that, there were no adjustments to be made.

      “So,” the voice came with a distinct S sound. It wasn’t quite that of a snake, but a hissing sound nonetheless. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

      Silence followed.

      “Hmm,” the voice sighed. “What do you want?”

      The silence grew, not even a cricket chirping.

      A fire sparked in an oversized fireplace, shadows of flames dancing on wooden walls. What was crumbling a mere moment ago became cozy.

      “Don’t just stand there... take a seat.”

      The stranger glanced around. The only other occupant of the cabin was a black cat, arching its back in a stretch.

      “What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?” the feline attempted to laugh. It came out as more of a purr instead. “I’ll make it easy for you; I’m Midnight and you are...”

      An empty gaze followed the cat. Midnight jumped from a windowsill ledge, quickly crossing the room to take a fireside spot on a cushioned chair.

      “You certainly don’t speak much,” Midnight complained. “At least take a seat.” Beady green eyes followed the stranger to a loveseat-sized settee. “You were expecting black robes and a pointed hat on an ugly old woman, weren’t you? Are you disappointed?”

      Having a mute for a guest wasn’t so bad. This was the first time—in a very long time—anyone was around to listen. Talking to one’s self often quickly became a bore.

      Lesson learned. Companions weren't fodder for the cauldron.

      “I actually don’t need you to tell me,” Midnight admitted. “You have come seeking knowledge of Karma. I’ll tell you, if you want, but you won’t believe me. You see; it’s alive... an actual entity with uncompromising intelligence.”

      The contents of the fireplace crackled, flames blazing to new heights, as if accentuating the feline’s words. Wisps of smoke floated upward, forming ghostly images against grey stone before disappearing in thin air.

      “Seeing me should be enough proof for you,” Midnight continued. “Don’t give me that evil eye, either. I’m the same magic-user you came here in search of. Karma did this to me... the most demeaning punishment a witch of my stature could ever receive... locked into the form of a familiar.”

      Claws appeared, kneading the pillows as she circled, curling up into a ball. Her black tail wrapped around her.

      Midnight yawned. “Now, you understand why I haven’t made an appearance in such a long time. The rumours were true, I’m afraid. I have fallen victim to my own undoing. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. Take my advice, if you are considering picking a fight with Karma, don’t. You can’t avoid the principle of cause and effect. No one can.”

      Shifty eyes avoided her gaze. No one beat a cat in a staring contest. This was different, though. There was a tinge of disbelief behind the stranger’s movements.

      Midnight sighed. “Believe it or not, everything is connected. You are the person you are today because of it. Look at me. I’ve changed. Now, admittedly, I was not the nicest witch on the block, and perhaps I deserved a little kick in the tush, but it’s not always about those who do bad.” Whiskers twitched.

      Shadows danced on the walls, the sound of their two heartbeats hastened: drums for the ritual. Glowing embers dimmed.

      Midnight’s eyes widened. “Be careful what you wish for... what comes around goes around... don’t dish out more than you can handle... whatever you do will come back to you in time... you reap what you sow... no good deed goes unpunished... someone is always watching... all of those sayings were created by Karma, itself. It’s frightening, really.”

      Midnight’s head settled back down on the pillow, eyes closing, ears twitching. There was something foul lurking in the air.

      “What you need to wrap your head around is the fact there is no good and there is no evil in Karma’s eyes. As I mentioned before, all things are connected. You, me, the spider. It’s all cause and effect. Some folks are penalized without even realizing it; a little streak of bad luck here, a freak storm there. One’s misfortune is another’s gain. That’s where the misunderstanding about rewards came about. The truth is those who benefit from another’s demise are simply coincidental results of the punishment.”

      A chill crept across the room, threatening to extinguish the fire. It came without wind. It came without a change in the weather.

      “I can tell what you are thinking,” Midnight said. “You want to know why not everyone feels Karma’s wrath, some people even seem to escape it altogether. It’s simple, really. Karma chooses its targets and doesn’t punch a time card. One person could blow up a thousand people and walk away for years. Another might sneeze in someone else’s soup and get nabbed right away. Absolute power corrupts.”

      A grandfather clock in the corner chimed twelve, the witching hour. The doors locked, a thick veil falling over the cabin.

      “It’s late,” Midnight said, tail flicking from side to side. “You’ll have to stay for a bit, I’m afraid. One can never be too safe when it comes to witchcraft. Since you’re stuck here, let me tell you a story about a mother and a daughter and the predicted events of a Halloween night, albeit, I don’t believe either expected the prediction to come true...”
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      Wham! Even the dangling crystal gems adorning the princess-style chandelier rattled from the slam. It could fall, for all she cared. Believing in princesses and fairy tales was child's play. Mary's back pressed against the now-closed door; her hand twisted the lock just as the handle began jiggling from side to side. Loud thumps came next.

      “Mary!” Janet yelled, banging with the side of her fist. There'd be a nasty mark left on her skin in the morning. “Open this door this instant! I'm not kidding. This attitude has to go.”

      “No!” Mary screamed, a pout forming from her bottom lip worthy of an award. “I hate you. You have to ruin everything. Just because your life was a hot mess, doesn't mean mine will be, too. You're punishing me because you feel sorry for yourself.”

      “I know you don't believe me right now,” Janet argued, “but, one day you'll see. This is for the best. You are too young to be hanging out with those boys. You need to give yourself some time to grow up. Enjoy your childhood for a little while longer. You can't get your youth back once it's gone.”

      “I am sixteen,” Mary complained. “That's nearly middle age. Things aren't the same as they were back in your day.” Her voice lowered to a whisper, “For one, there aren't any dinosaurs still living.”

      “My day,” Janet replied, her tone stern with anger, “wasn't that long ago, and things, I am sorry to say, are very much the same. They always are and always will be. I said the same horrible things to Grandma that you are saying to me. I know growing up can be difficult. I've been there. Sometimes we all need a little help.”

      “You don't trust me,” Mary cried. A path of tears fell down her face as she slithered down to a sitting position on the floor. She brushed her long blonde hair to the side, so as not to wet even a single strand. Keeping it silky smooth was everything to a teenage girl.

      “It's not you I don't trust,” Janet answered. “Those boys are older than you—two years older. Not to mention how lucky you are that you weren't arrested for drinking under age last night. Mr. Parker didn't have to call me to come get you. He could have dialed 9-1-1.”

      “So I had a few sips of a beer,” Mary argued. “It was devil's night and a lot of kids were doing far worse. I didn't soap any windows, toilet paper any trees, or sh...”

      “Don't you use that language in this house,” Janet yelled. “I know very well what was left on Mr. Parker's front step. He explained it in detail on the phone. You were there and that makes you just as guilty as the one whose body it came from. Besides, I don't give a rat's ass what other kids do. I care what you do, and I won't have my daughter getting drunk with a bunch of delinquent boys. They could slip anything into your drink and take advantage of you. Did you think of that?”

      “And I'd end up pregnant,” Mary blurted out. Her face turned sour, intimating her mother's nagging. “Then I'd have to drop out from high school, like you did. I know the story. I'm one big mistake you wish you could erase. Your life would have been much better if you had never had me. Thanks for reminding me once again.”

      “Don't be ridiculous. There are far worse things than pregnancy!” her mother exclaimed. “There are diseases that can take away your entire future. More importantly, though, there is a mental and emotional side to engaging in sexual activities that, at sixteen, you aren't ready for.”

      “Great talk, Mom,” Mary snapped, “except you are a little late. I learned that stuff in grade five from my health teacher. For the record: she did a better job explaining it, too.”

      “Why don't you come out and I'll make some popcorn? You can mix as much candy as we can find in it,” Janet pleaded. “We'll watch any movie you want. You used to love doing that on Halloween.”

      “I'm not a little kid anymore, Mom,” Mary blurted out. “This is the most awesome night of the year. I want to spend it with my friends. Why can't you be cool with that?”

      “I'm sorry, Mary,” Janet said. “You're grounded and that's final. If you decide to stop sulking, you can come join me downstairs.”

      “Ugh!” Mary tossed herself on her bed. Holding a pillow over her face, she screamed. Life was literally over. Her mother was too old to know what it was like to be a teen. If she wasn't at the party, another girl would be. Her relationship with Nick was still in the fragile stages. If she didn't go, she could lose him forever. That wasn't going to happen.

      Tissues were in the bathroom—in enemy territory. Her sleeve was the next best thing, drying tears first, and then wiping her nose. It was time for Operation Halloween Breakout. Watching all those movies, year after year, with her mother had been good for one thing: they taught her how to escape from a second-floor window—not that she'd ever tried before. It took a lot of guts to go to those lengths to escape an overbearing parent, especially one who couldn't admit when they were wrong.

      Papers and books fell onto the bed. She shook the backpack, making sure it was completely empty before shoving her costume inside. It was time to put all those gymnastic lessons she'd taken to good use for once—it wasn't as if she was ever going to the Olympics—that was probably another one of her mother's dreams. The woman needed to stop trying to live vicariously through her daughter. It wasn't working. Mary wanted her own life: one that included Nick.

      The window pushed up with ease, although keeping it that way wasn't quite as simple as Hollywood made it look. In the end, getting through the opening was more like doing the limbo than anything else. A small jump and she was swinging from a branch. All that left was the dismount. Landings, unfortunately, were never her strong point, but she made it down with only a slight twist of her ankle. A few blocks of hobbling and she was ready to party.

      Mary cursed her mother one more time, seeing the festivities well under way. She raced past the school quarterback pissing on the candle in a jack-o'-lantern.

      “Go out!” he yelled down. His eyes locked on a tiny flicker.

      Mary chuckled. He was already too wasted to realize the candles inside the pumpkins were all battery operated. No one used the real thing anymore. Not only did they blow out with every gust of wind, they were a fire hazard, too. No doubt his buddies challenged him to this particular task. He'd be pissing on it all night, trying to douse the flame. As amusing as it was, that wasn't why she was there. She raced to the bathroom, discarding her white jumpsuit. A crimson-coloured, sequined devil costume was the perfect touch. She squirmed her way into the form-fitting outfit, just in time.

      “Hi, babe,” Nick said, leaning against the wall by the bathroom. “I thought that was you that ran by. Where's the fire? Other than in my heart from the sight of you.” He fired off a suggestive wink meant only for her.

      “I had to change into my costume,” Mary answered. She pranced around in front of him, lifting the skirt up a little to show off her well-toned gymnast legs. Maybe those lessons were good for something else after all. “Do you like it?”

      Nick smirked, adding a chuckle. “I'd like it more if there was less,” he answered with a twinkle in his eye. He winked it away before taking a long chug from a beer bottle. “Here.” He held out a large plastic cup, a straw bobbing to one side.

      “What is it?” Mary asked, sniffing the contents. Her eyes watered. “Whoa!”

      Nick laughed. “It's a cocktail. I mixed it especially for you. Give it a try. It won't kill you, I promise. You do trust me, don't you?” His smile widened, exposing perfectly aligned white teeth.

      Mary gritted hers together, a small head shake lengthening with each pass. “I don't know. It smells really strong. After last night, we could get in a lot of trouble.”

      “Hey,” Nick said, “if you don't want it, there is a roomful of others who do. I can offer it to any one of them. I'd hate to have to leave you behind later, too.”

      “Behind?” Mary asked, a frown forming on her face, her bottom lip protruding into a pout. “Behind from where?”

      “We're all heading to the forest on Route Five,” Nick explained. “The place with the crazy road bends. We thought we'd have a real spook and scare game of hide-and-seek. Only the truly wasted can play. But if you don't want to, you can hang out here with the dude pissing on pumpkins. That should be fun to watch for the rest of the night.” He took the cup.

      Mary snatched it back. “No!” She plugged her nose and downed two large mouthfuls, coughing briskly immediately after from the burn. “I'm in. I love hide-and-seek and I can always use a good scare.”

      “All right,” Nick said, smiling. “Let's party.”
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        * * *

      

      Pain—it was everywhere, yet nowhere in particular. Mary blinked; the world was too fuzzy to make out any details. Keeping her eyelids open only served to add a spinning into the already convoluted mix. Then came the noise. It started low and grew in intensity. Her arms flew up to her ears, hands trying to block out the sound. It didn't help. The low frequency pounding on her eardrums continued strengthening in force until she felt they would explode.

      Then it stopped. Silence rode in with the force of a tidal wave, washing away every noise it came in contact with. One eye opened bravely, checking if the coast was clear.

      A forest. Mary's mind raced for details of the past, every attempt bringing with it an additional ache. Her teeth rubbed against each other, grinding. She needed to know why she was there. Bits and pieces rushed back in no particular order.

      Halloween. There had been a party.

      Nick. He had given her a drink.

      That was it. They had left to play a Halloween edition of hide-and-seek. That didn't answer why she was alone, though.

      Mary glanced around. Everything seemed normal, but didn't at the same time. The silence was truly frightening. Even if her friends were in hiding, there should have been some noise to prove the world existed, the leaves of trees rustling; the hoot of an owl. There was a void where sound should have been.

      She pushed herself off the ground, stumbling forward. One hand reached out to steady herself on the trunk of a tree. She didn't hear the thud of her body hitting the ground, but she definitely felt it. A glance over her shoulder left her even more perplexed. The tree was no longer there. Mary shivered, scooting backward.

      The silence broke. There was no one around her, yet people were talking in all directions. None of their words were clear enough to make out. Mary's lips trembled. She grasped the sides of her head, not knowing what to do. Instinct kicked in. She was back on her feet and running. There was no direction to her movements. There couldn't be. She didn't know where she was or which bearing was out. If she headed one way long enough, though, she was sure to come across something.

      Footsteps. Someone was running beside her, behind her. It was a chase. It might have been Nick and his friends, but she didn't want to stick around to find out. She had seen enough horror movies to know that was a surefire way to end up on a slab in a morgue.

      Movies. She should have stayed home and watched movies with her mother. If she had listened, she wouldn't be running for her life. If she made it home, she'd listen to her mom's advice from then on out. Of course, she had to survive Halloween night for that to happen.

      A siren. She'd never taken the time to learn the difference between the various emergency vehicles, but it didn't matter. The siren itself meant help was near. Mary changed directions heading for the ringing noise. The farther she went, the more faint it became. Sound wasn't supposed to defy logic. Still, it led to a road. That was something. She could move faster on the even pavement. She glanced both ways, not so much for crossing, though. It was time to make a decision—one that could save her life.

      Her feet pounded on the asphalt surface—footsteps and voices right on her heels. She glanced back at the street lights, turning dark as she passed each one. A shadow was creeping up and gaining ground quickly. A light appeared up ahead. At first it was only a dot. As Mary approached, it grew larger, brighter. Whatever was on the other side of the tunnel had electricity.

      A scream pierced through her head, propelling her feet faster. Who or what made the mind-curdling noise was suffering from an unimaginable anguish. She stopped midway through the tunnel, unsure of from which side the sound had come. The shadow was closing in from behind, but the light in front was equally as frightening.

      Mary licked her lips, glancing from side to side. She was out of time. A decision needed to be made. Her eye caught a glimpse of a door handle. It was the only true escape from the nightmare she had become ensnared in. She leapt forward, hand twisting the knob. Mary jumped through without looking.

      Falling. There were no stairs on the opposite side, merely a long drop. She landed in a familiar position: face down on the ground.

      The world was spinning once again. Her eyes closed, begging for rest. A minute or two wasn't going to hurt.
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        * * *

      

      A forest. Mary chuckled. She was back in a forest again and flat on her back. That was how this whole thing started. She sat up.

      “You should watch your step. The first one is always a doozie.”

      “Who said that?” Mary questioned, eyes shifting from side to side.

      “I did,” the voice answered.

      Mary searched for the source of the speech, coming up empty. “I can't see you. Where are you?” she asked.

      “That's because you are looking up there,” the voice answered, chuckling, “and I am down here.”

      Mary glanced down. “A frog? Am I talking to a frog? Nick put some psychedelic drug in my drink, didn't he? This,” she motioned around with her hands, “must be a bad trip.”

      “It was more of a fall,” the frog argued. “I didn't see you trip over anything. It usually helps to look where you are leaping.”

      “You sound like my mother,” Mary commented. “Where, exactly, am I?”

      “You are neither here nor there,” the frog declared.

      “Isn't that a brilliant answer?” Mary scoffed, rolling her eyes. “I could have figured that part out. Can you tell me anything a bit more useful?”

      “To be precise, you are between here and there,” the frog answered.

      “Where is here or there?” Mary asked.

      “Here is where you were and there is where you were going,” the frog replied. “At some point you decided you didn't like the options of being in either place. Now you are in neither, but between both. You can't stay here for long, though.”

      “All right,” Mary answered. “How do I get out?”

      “That's up to you,” the frog said, hopping toward a series of intertwined pathways: all colour coded in vibrant shades. “These are all of the possible routes. Each one leads to a different ending.”

      “How do I know which one to take?” Mary asked.

      “You have to decide,” the frog answered.

      “How?” Mary shrieked. “I have no idea where any of them go.” She plopped down on the ground, crossing her legs in a sitting position. “I think I'll wait right here until the drugs wear off.”

      A long tongue extended beside her ear. It snapped back. “Mosquito,” the frog croaked.

      “Ew! Bugs,” Mary replied, her face sour with disgust. “I hate bugs.”

      “They make a tasty meal,” the frog argued.

      “Knock yourself out,” Mary snickered. “We make a good team. You catch'em and eat'em while I stay bug free.”

      “You have yourself a deal,” the frog said, snatching another mosquito going in for a meal of its own. “It would be easier if I was higher up. Then I wouldn't miss a single one.”

      “Okay,” Mary replied, “but don't expect me to kiss you. That isn't going to happen.”

      “Why would I expect that?” the frog snickered. “We only just met. Affection of that level takes quite a bit of bonding.”

      “Good,” Mary said, listening to the snap of the frog's tongue. “I suppose if you are to be my big protector, I should know who you are. I'm Mary.”

      “It's a pleasure to meet you, Mary,” the frog answered in between bug zaps.

      “And your name is?”

      The frog froze. “I don't know.”

      “You don't know your name?” Mary asked, brows arched, forming wrinkles on her forehead. “What do people call you?”

      “I've never talked to anyone before,” the frog replied. “I guess no one ever gave me a name.”

      “That won't do,” Mary said. “From now on you'll be known as Sir Hops-A-Lot or Hops for short. What do you think?”

      “I think it's a fine name,” Hops answered. “Does this mean we are friends?”

      “I'm still not kissing you,” Mary blurted out. “But, yes, we are friends.”

      “Well then, I feel it imperative I tell you something,” Hops started, his eyes darting from side to side. “You can't stay here. It isn't safe.”

      “It looks perfectly fine to me,” Mary argued.

      “Perhaps at the moment,” the frog continued, “but at some point, here will catch up to you.”

      “I don't follow,” Mary admitted. “Aren't I already here?”

      “No, remember you are between here and there,” Hops explained. “You can't stay in either place for long. Eventually here will come to you.”

      “I hate riddles,” Mary groaned. “What does that mean?”

      “You had a choice to be where you were or where you weren't. You chose to run from the here and now toward the light over there. Somewhere along the line, you decided there was a place you were supposed to be that was neither of those. This is your chance to make that path a reality, but it is up to you to make the journey.”

      “Alone?” Mary shrieked. “I have no idea what I am doing. I don't even know where I want to go. Look at all these choices.”

      “I will accompany you on your quest, if you so wish,” Hops offered. “I can't tell you which way to go, though. You need to think of where you feel you are supposed to be. The path will show itself to you.”

      “Home,” Mary said, her eyes stinging from unshed tears. “I should be at home with my mother, watching stupid Halloween movies, and eating candy mixed in popcorn.”

      “Then look closely for the one route that will take you home,” Hops said.

      Mary glanced up through blurred vision. The walkways turned grey, one by one, save for a single bright red road. “There.” she pointed. “It's that way.”

      “Knowing which way to go is half the battle,” Hops croaked. “Getting there is the rest. Hurry now. The shadows of here have found you. They'll be arriving anytime. If they don't see which route you take, it will slow them down.”
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        * * *

      

      “How far is it?” Mary groaned. “It feels like I have been walking for eternity.”

      “It is as far as it is,” Hops answered, snatching a fly trying to hitch a free ride. “This isn't a path I have taken before.”

      “Can I rest?” Mary questioned, her arms limp, legs dragging with every laboured step. “I'm exhausted. I don't know if I can go on.”

      “Only you can decide what is too far,” Hops replied. “Everything that happens is by your choice. I am simply along for the ride.”

      “That's not much help,” Mary whimpered. “Let's take a break for a few minutes. Once I get my second wind, we'll continue.” She plopped down at the side of the road, closing her eyes.

      “Mary.”

      “Nick,” Mary replied, jumping to her feet. “Where have you been? I've been so frightened.” She glanced around.

      “I'm here,” Nick answered, stepping out of a shadow.

      “You look different,” Mary complained. “What happened?”

      “The games aren't over yet,” Nick snickered. “I've come to take you back.”

      Mary took a few steps backward. Something wasn't right. The contrast between the red of the path and the grey tones of his body was daunting. A gut feeling screamed warnings about the charcoal sketch of a boy inching toward her.

      “Mary, give me your hand and we can finish the game we were meant to play. The guys are waiting. You want to make us happy, don't you?”

      His laugh sliced right through her, leaving a gaping wound. A crimson liquid flowed out, colouring her white jumpsuit red. Mary snatched Hops from her shoulder and turned to run. “No!” she cried. “Leave me alone.”

      “It's too late for that!” Nick bellowed. “You can't tease a guy and leave him hot and bothered. I'm going to catch you and when I do, me and the boys will spend an eternity teaching you that lesson.”

      “Mom was right. Mom was right,” Mary chanted as she ran. Footsteps and laughter echoed behind her, closing in. “What do I do?”

      The red colour of the path began to fade; shades of grey and black taking over the scenery. Even the green of the grass turned monotone.

      “This is the here,” Mary said. “It's catching up to me. This was what was waiting for me this evening, isn't it?”

      “It looks that way,” Hops answered.

      “He's gaining on me,” Mary shrieked. “I don't know where to go without the colour. The paths all cross. Which way is it?”

      “Keep calm,” Hops replied. “Don't let him into your mind. The only thing you should be concentrating on is the place you are trying to get to.”

      “Mom,” Mary pleaded, “Help me. I am trying to find you.”

      “Baaaah.”

      “What was that?” Mary asked.

      “Baaah.”

      “A lamb!” Mary exclaimed, heading toward the sound.

      “It would appear so,” Hops agreed. “I'm not sure how that helps us, though.”

      “Trust me, it's the way we need to go,” Mary said, increasing her speed with every ounce of energy she had left.

      A white blob appeared up ahead, her vision blurred by a mixture of tears and sweat. There was no looking back. The green of the grass it stood on was enough reason not to. The tiny animal began strolling away as she approached.

      It was Mary's turn to follow the little lamb and that was exactly what she planned to do. The story had been her favourite as a child. It drove her mother crazy that she always wanted the same one at bedtime. She'd forgotten all the little things her mother had done for her—how much her mother loved her—how much her mother had given up so she could have the best of everything.

      A pain pulled at Mary's heartstrings. She'd said the most horrible things to her mother. That couldn't be her mom's last memory of her. No matter what, she was finding her way back, if only to say I love you one more time.
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        * * *

      

      Mary's eyelids drooped, exhaustion setting in. Her pace slowed: going from a run, to a jog, to a brisk walk, then stroll, before her legs gave out, sending her tumbling to the ground.

      “Miss,” Hops said.

      “It's Mary,” she mumbled in response.

      “Miss Mary,” the frog continued, “are you okay?”

      “It's just Mary,” she replied. “I'm tired. I don't know how much farther I can go.” She glanced down at the growing red spot on her clothes. Soon the white would disappear completely. “I feel as if my energy is all but spent.”

      “You are hurt,” Hops said. “A slash by the here is difficult for anyone to overcome. You have done well making it as far as you did.”

      “What will happen if I don't go on?” Mary asked, an emptiness reflected in her eyes. “What will become of me?”

      “The here will catch up,” Hops answered. “It will swallow you up and that is where you will remain. There will be no escape after that.”

      “What about the there?” Mary asked. “Can't I go there? The light seems much more inviting now. It might be a nicer place than here.”

      “No,” Hops said, removing bugs from her face. “You gave up the option to go there when you went through the doorway. I'm afraid you will either make it to where you wanted to go or...”

      Mary held up one hand, the red of her own blood covering it as well. “I'm frightened. I don't know what to expect. Will it hurt?”

      “I don't know,” Hops admitted. “I have only ever been in-between. I am afraid I have no answers for you.”

      “You should go,” Mary whispered, her words trembling.

      “I'm not going anywhere,” Hops said. “I'm staying right beside you. What else is there for a frog to do?” He moved in close to her chest.

      “You can't. You'll be stuck in the here, too,” Mary cried. “Why would you do that?”

      “You gave me a name,” Hops answered. “Friends don't desert friends. I'm staying with you until the end, whatever your choice may be. If you find strength and we continue on, so be it. If you are too tired to make the journey, we end it together.”

      “Thank you,” Mary mumbled, tears falling freely from reddened eyes. She leaned over and brushed her lips against his forehead.

      “I thought you didn't kiss frogs,” Hops mused.

      “For you, I made an exception,” Mary replied. “I love you. I hope you know that.”

      “I love you, too,” Hops replied.

      “Are you sure you won't change your mind?” Mary questioned.

      “Never,” Hops answered. “I told you: “I am staying right by your side until the end. We're in this together. Rest now. There's nothing more to say.”
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        * * *

      

      A shrill scream, worthy of Halloween, pierced Janet's heart. She didn't dare peek around the curtain. She knew what the noise meant: a mother had lost her child. As much as she blamed the boys for leading her baby astray, she could never wish such anguish on another woman.

      “Hi,” a nurse whispered, closing the curtain tightly behind her. “I'm just going to check on your daughter.” She pushed a tray on wheels aside, glancing down at the book lying open on its surface—a picture of a girl and her pet lamb staring back.

      “It was her favourite,” Janet replied to the woman's quizzical expression. “I know it seems a bit silly, but when she was little it was all she wanted to hear. I thought she might...”

      “It's good,” a doctor said from behind them. “She knows everything you do. It all helps in one way or another. Keep reading to her and talking.”

      “The others...” Janet's voice tapered off.

      The doctor sighed. “Your daughter is the only one who survived. It's likely the seat belt saved her life. She was the only one wearing one.””

      Janet nodded. She'd been counting the mournful screams. The conclusion wasn't hard to come to—it was simple math. “How is she doing? I need to know the truth.”

      The doctor pulled up a stool. “Mary took quite a bad blow to her head in the crash. That, on top of a mix of various drugs and alcohol in her system... well, she's lucky to be alive. We've done everything we can. It's up to her now. The police will want to speak with you. The driver was intoxicated. It was a wonder he could walk, let alone drive.” He shook his head. “Halloween night is the worst of the year for emergency rooms.”

      Janet nodded, sniffling. “She's a fighter,” she said. “If I taught her anything, it's how to fight for what she wants.”

      The doctor's hand covered Janet's. “We can have a priest come by...”

      “Thank you, but no,” Janet blurted out. “Mary isn't religious. I've always tried to honour her choices in that respect.”

      “I'll be making my rounds again soon,” the doctor said. “If you need anything, you can ask at the nurses' station. There's a little kitchen with some instant coffee or juice.”

      “Stop!” Janet cried out.

      Both the doctor and nurse turned to face her.

      “Please don't move that,” Janet begged.

      The nurse glanced down at the plush frog tucked neatly under Mary's arm, then to the doctor for instructions.

      “She loves frogs. I wanted her to have someone with her—a protector,” Janet explained. “If I can't be there for her, someone should be.”

      The doctor nodded. “Make a note on the chart: the frog stays,” he instructed, offering a half-smile before disappearing to the other side of the curtain.

      “She's a lucky girl, to have a mother as caring as you,” the nurse offered. “As soon as she is stabilized, she'll be moved out of emergency to a better room.”

      “Thank you,” Janet replied, watching numbers jump around on a screen. Every wire and tube hooked to her baby girl linked into it. She didn't need a degree to know their falling wasn't a good sign.

      The nurse marked them all on her chart, before forcing a smile. Janet waited for her to leave before covering her mouth with one hand, tears streaming down the sides of her face, wearing out permanent tracks. Her hands shook as she wiped away every drop, sniffling back the ones waiting their turn for a ride down.

      Her lips brushed against her daughter's forehead, hand pushing aside loose strands of hair. Part was still crusted with blood. “I don't know if you can hear me, but if you can, please come back to me. You were never a mistake. I love you, now and forever.” She leaned back. Her voice returned to a normal tone.

      “I am staying right by your side until the end. We're in this together. There are a few good movies on this weekend. I thought we could have a girls' night. I even ordered the television. Of course, I don't think I'll be allowed to bring popcorn. That will have to wait until you come home.”

      Janet picked up the book. “That silly lamb is running amuck again, but I bet he makes a loyal pet. Should I read to you?”

      The words from the page flowed from her lips to her daughter's ears. She'd keep reading until either Mary came back to her or couldn't fight any longer.
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      Midnight lifted her head, whiskers twitching. “Did that story make things a bit clearer for you?” One paw swatted away a dangling spider. “I suppose it didn’t.” A loud ‘mumph’ sound followed the words—a cat’s sigh.

      With a yawn and a stretch, the feline sat up, facing the odd visitor. “You are lucky I’m giving you a survive-the-night pass just for making it all this way. I don’t make gestures often. You should be grateful.”

      Glowing embers sparked a new fire, burnt wood returning to its former freshly-cut appearance.

      “Why those two, you ask?” Midnight continued, without waiting for a response. It was already obvious none was coming from the guest. “It’s simple. The mother was too forceful with her demands. She literally pushed her daughter away. Mary, on the other hand, was equally as wrong, ignoring sound advice on a teenage whim. It was a twofer. Karma punished both in one go.” Midnight tried to cackle, the noise coming out as a deep purring sound instead.

      She turned around in a circle, claws kneading the pillow beneath her until it was comfortable enough to settle on.

      “There was no great evil deed,” Midnight yawned. “It’s rather sketchy to think they were punished at all for merely arguing. Yet, they were. Karma doesn’t care about who it affects. It doesn’t even care about how it doles out retribution. It simply throws the book at whomever it chooses at the time,” she sighed. “No, my friend, staying off of its radar is the best way to beat the system.”

      A glowing orange spark leaped from the fire, floating to the coffee table, cooling along the way. It turned to ash before falling down, morphing into a tea set for two.

      “Help yourself to a hot drink,” Midnight offered. “It’ll do you good to warm up inside before you head back out.” Whiskers twitched. “I swear things were much easier when I could snap my fingers.”

      Despite the offer, the stranger still didn’t move a muscle from a statuesque posture, hands folded neatly together. A teacup moved to the side, milk pouring onto its saucer. It flew through the air, landing on the pillow in front of Midnight’s snout.

      “Go on,” the cat urged. “Whisker magic isn’t that easy to control. I’ve had a good go at it over the years and still tend to drop hot drinks on laps. I hate to admit my magic isn’t one hundred per cent. Perhaps it’s psychological, but either way, I don’t want to burn you.”

      The guest remained glued to the settee, despite the gracious offering.

      “Why not tell me why you want to know about the ruler of fate and destiny? Hmm?” Midnight’s tail hung straight down from the chair, remaining as stationary as the stranger. “I might be able to help you better if I know.”

      Flames flickered, sparks rising up the chimney—a tribute no doubt to the weather gods—meant to keep an approaching storm at bay. It was a useless gesture. Lightning cracked its whip. A thunderous boom sounded immediately after, starting the game. Drops of rain competed against one another in a race to the ground of the grass out front, but not a single dribble hit the witch’s shack. Lights flickered, extinguishing in unison. The wicks of candles ignited one by one without match or aid.

      “Well, that’s nasty. You’ll have to stay now until that passes,” Midnight sighed. “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe here... for the most part.”

      Lightning flashed again, this time coming in contact with something nearby, probably a tree. The storm was all around them, its wrath missing only the area within a carefully drawn circle surrounding the cabin.

      “I suppose I can afford you another tale of life gone wrong, thanks to our mutual friend.” The cat’s sass came through loud and clear in her tone. “You see, you don’t have to be bad, per se, to have a target pinned on your back. In fact, you might even appear to be saint-like to others. If Karma feels you have abused a gift, you might just run into problems, especially if it encroaches on certain territories.” Midnight’s eyes enlarged, whiskers twitching, sharp teeth exposed by a crooked smile. “Sit back and enjoy the story of a young nurse who ends up... well, you’ll see...”
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      On some days it was the greatest gift of all, on others an inhumane curse.

      To anyone who worked in the medical profession, talent was a requirement of his or her job. Years of experience was the tool, which made anything burdensome slightly easier to handle. Neither guaranteed success. Failure, for the most part, meant someone wound up dead. It wasn’t an easy way to live. That was what set nurses’ emotions apart from others. That was what made them different. The pain, the joy; only a member of the healing community knew the true extent of those mood swings: minute-to-minute, hour-to-hour, day-to-day.

      “Nurse!” The voice came from behind her. “A mask is required. If you don’t know the new rules, I suggest you read them over again... and this time memorize them.”

      The rules were everywhere and had been for over a year. It was impossible to avoid them. Every single detail was etched into the minds of the members of the staff. Safety came first. It had to or they’d end up the patients, or so they were told. Truth be known, the defence they were adding to thwart the virus was only paper-thin. Wearing protection was more a morale booster than anything else. Only a full hazmat suit was an adequate safeguard. This breakout wasn’t considered serious enough for that, yet. Either that, or it was a line the public was being fed since resources weren’t available. The latter was likely the truth.

      “Yes, Doctor,” Angelique replied, even though her shift hadn’t started yet. Being lax about protocols wasn’t helping. Two elastics extended around her ears, mouth and nose immediately fully covered. Next, plastic snapped on each of her hands, after which they remained held high in the air. It was best not to touch anything where possible, even with the gloves on.

      Playing the part, the same as everyone else on the hospital’s payroll, was an unspoken obligation each staff member attempted to fulfill. Carrying on life, in as normal a manner as possible, eased worried minds. People were frightened and they had a right to be. The situation wasn’t improving. There was no use applying additional straw to the camel’s back.

      Medical facilities of all types had it the worst. Diseases gained strength in confined areas, especially places where the sick congregated. Visiting a local health centre was dangerous, albeit necessary for some, but not all. People needed to understand Community General was no exception. It was the same as any hospital overflowing with cases in the middle of the night. Not only was the atmosphere dismal, but regardless of the face they put on, the staff was, too—all underpaid and overworked.

      There was no fun to be had there, either. A hospital waiting room was among one of the most depressing places to be stuck in, even more so than a body dump. At least there, the pain and suffering was already over. From the nurses’ stations, even from behind a thick glass partition, all was heard: the moans and groans of desperate would-be patients, a particularly loud elderly woman blubbering over her arthritis, several parents holding screaming children.

      Angelique huffed. There was no end to the lineup of souls wanting to place their names on the list to be seen, either. The worst part was, most of those cases were treatable at home. Coming to an emergency room increased their chances of contracting the actual virus for those who weren’t already infected. Risk levels doubled for anyone who stepped foot inside, regardless of how much hand sanitizer they used.

      Masking strong emotions was always slightly easier than she anticipated. It was a matter of being prepared. They never went away completely, though. Instead, those feelings travelled through her veins, sent shivers up and down her spine, even left the beginnings of goosebumps behind as calling cards on her skin. The trick was to never once allow them to make it past her muscles and flesh to take on a visual form. Holding a poker face was an emergency worker’s first and last line of defence.

      Sadness filled bright blue eyes. It was time. Her mind counted to ten; eyelids closed. When they opened, their vibrant colour had dimmed to a steely grey, hardening with her soul as it prepared for the work ahead. Chart in hand, she headed to the first room to assess the patient.

      Ed Primpt was a friend; a local ambulance driver, with two children, a wife, and far too much life left in his future for it to end right there.

      Angelique glanced around cautiously, placing her clipboard of notes on the patient’s bed. Hands clasped together. Slowly, they began to glow. It had already been decided; this man was going to live to see his family grow up. Palms separated, hovering slightly over the listless body, bright light extending down from them. Black fragments separated from his chest were pulled upward as if locked on and elevated by an alien beam.

      This was her gift—a godsend. She could pull most ailments from other bodies into her own, and once there, heal them. As soon as Ed was clean she’d move on, leaving the rest of the staff to believe the best outcome had miraculously occurred. As far as they knew, the patient merely had a bad case of the flu or food poisoning. The symptoms were the same, after all. As for Ed, he’d remain sleeping until the blood tests came back negative for the virus. She requested a sample test before exiting the room. Carl Binder was next on her list.

      Angelique inhaled deeply before entering the room. Sometimes life lingered past what the body was meant to endure. She already knew from his chart; Carl was in that category. Walking in confirmed her suspicions. He lay motionless on a bed of white, eyes opened, fixating on nothing but reliving the joys they’d taken in over the course of many decades. The person was still there, locked inside a virus-ravaged body, chest raising and falling, heart still beating. That was about all he was capable of anymore. His oxygen levels were depleted; skin already greying.

      Disease stages moved quicker in both the elderly and the young. Usually, once they were detected, the battle was already over. The crackling noises coming from his lungs meant even X-rays weren’t worth ordering. Adjusting morphine levels for comfort was the only medical option available for him. She exited the room, without glancing back. This was her curse—the devil’s will.

      Her ability was a present sent from both heaven and hell. With it, she had the power to decide who lived and who died. That was a choice no human was meant to bear. Of course, nothing ever came completely free. All abilities came with a price tag of some sort. Her talents were no exception to the rule.

      Physical bodies could only endure so much. That was a scientific fact. She wasn’t immortal. Such, being as it was, choices had to be made—a burden that fell heavily on her shoulders. There were nightmares, mental side effects. If it weren’t for her husband standing behind her, offering all his strength, she would never have been able to save even a single soul. He was her light to combat the dark—her pillar. He was her reason for marching forward and bravely battling the deadly. Together, they kept her secret. No one else could ever know. If others found out, if her secret was leaked, she’d be swarmed by people wanting everything from the virus to ingrown toenails healed instantly.

      That was the problem with the human race: they all had ME syndrome. No one understood limitations—no one had the ability to comprehend why their life, or their loved one’s lives, weren’t the most important. Her talent wasn’t as glorious as it seemed. Patients were still going to die. She was the same as any other medical professional, it was impossible for them to save every patient, no matter how much it pained her.

      “Nurse.” It was the doctor again. “You’re needed in room eight. We have a situation unfolding and it doesn’t look good. Prepare yourself accordingly.”

      Angelique nodded her reply; words weren’t necessary. A doctor saying prepare meant the definition of worst was about to change and not for the better. Eyelids closed, this time, when they opened, her heart had an extra layer of protection around it. She exhaled, the mask catching her breath.

      Children. She’d wanted her own before the virus reared its ugly head. Now, bringing life into a sickness-ravaged world had become a question of morality. Waiting to see if things improved in a year or two had been her answer.

      The doctor huffed by her side, breaking her from being swallowed by her own thoughts. “There are no more isolation chambers, especially not for a group this size,” he mentioned nonchalantly, tugging off a pair of gloves to apply a double dose of hand sanitizer, without even being fazed by the fact his hands were already chapped and red from its overuse. “This room will have to do for now.”

      He was distant—a man who had severed all connections to his patients—taking lack of emotion to a degree further than she was capable of. “Should I order tests?” She already knew the answer. The children were all positive. It was the virus. She felt their pain, heard their muffled pleas for relief.

      “No.” The doctor didn’t so much as flinch. “They were each administered a field test the moment the class showed signs of being infected.” Pen scratched on paper as he signed away their lives. “We’ll need added security in the waiting room. Parents will be rushing in. There can be no contact. It’s a wait and see situation from here in out.”

      That was a lie. He, and everyone else, had already written the toddlers off as doomed. The death rate for children under ten was eighty-five percent from onset of symptoms. It would take a miracle for any to survive.

      “What about the teacher?” Angelique asked, eyes still fixated on the ward completely filled with beds. “Where is she?”

      “In another room,” the doctor answered, pushing a pair of glasses up the bridge of his nose. “There is still a chance she may recover, albeit a slim one. I see no sense in putting her through the torture of hearing the children’s cries.” An answer held no consequence in his mind. His thoughts were already busied with the next case. She was alone, left to her own devices. The door shut behind her.

      If she’d chosen to have a child, he or she would have been about the same age, perhaps even in that very class. They were young, too young to suffer such an atrocious fate. They’d done no wrong—none were old enough to knowingly sin. Stepping in as their saviour, however, meant giving up on all others for the rest of the day, maybe even longer. There were so many tiny bodies. The task would push her to the limit, perhaps even well past it. Healing them would render her special abilities useless.

      A bed rattled, its patient shaking. The seizures had begun. The fever was reaching critical levels. No medicine would break it. No treatments were known to stop its progression. It was now or never—save them or damn them.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, not to the children but to those who came after, the ones she wouldn’t be able to save. Her hands glowed, light purging darkness from each tiny body. For better or worse, the choice was made. There was no going back.

      “Are you okay?” Janet, another nurse, rushed to her side just outside the room. “You look paler than a ghost.”

      One hand reached out, using the wall as a means to steady the rest of her body. “I’ll be all right,” Angelique answered. “I just need a bit of air.” It was the truth. She was breathing, but oxygen wasn’t reaching her lungs. That was why she was dizzy. That was why her knees were weak. A punch straight to the chest would have been easier to deal with. “I’ll take my break now.” The exit was already in sight, the doors opening on approach in anticipation of her needing to flee.

      Air: even through the mask it was obvious there was nothing fresh about what she was inhaling. She glanced to the right, smoke rising to form clouds overhead. The odours from the neighbouring crematorium were the strongest by the emergency doors. It was a blemish for the healthy, yet a most convenient spot to place such a business. Deceased bodies were shipped there daily and dealt with immediately. There were no funerals, no ceremonies. Loved ones were lucky if they were notified. No news was bad news. Ashes of the dead were buried in large pits—faces and names of the fallen unspoken and forgotten.

      Flashing lights, a siren, an ambulance was coming in at a terrifying speed. Eyes widened, watching the patient transport take the final corner, the precious cargo inside no doubt in need of the best medical assistance available. Even without a special gift, she was a nurse—part of the hospital staff. She had the training. As long as one of them held on to hope, lives would still be saved.

      “What’s incoming?” Angelique asked, rushing to the sanitizing station. The mask and gloves ripped off, hands already under a stream of hot water. A splash of water hit her face, before replacing the protective layers.

      “It’s not the virus,” Janet replied. “These are stabbing cases, probably muggings since none of them have any identification. They are all listed as Jane and John Does.” She rolled her eyes. “As if we didn’t have enough problems today.”

      The hammer hit the nail on the head with that statement. “Which one is first?” Angelique asked, letting out a sigh.

      “Room thirteen,” Janet replied. “He’s the hero of the bunch... tried to save them all, I hear. As a result, he’s in the worst condition of the lot.” Her head shook as she spoke. “It doesn’t pay to play God when it comes to life and death.”

      “I’ll head there,” Angelique said, already partway down the hall, ignoring her co-worker’s final statement.

      Room thirteen was normally only assigned as a last resort. For the most part, it had been a storage room used for any overflow of supplies. Growing need was responsible for its recent remodelling.

      “He’s losing blood!” the doctor yelled. “We don’t have time for samples.”

      “Starting it now,” a nurse answered.

      “Blood pressure’s falling!”

      Angelique froze at the door, watching the lines on various monitors go flat. Alarms sounded. Someone one knocked her aside, a crash cart racing in.

      “Code blue, room thirteen. Code blue, room thirteen.”

      There was nothing to do but watch and pray. Her gift was spent for the children’s sake. Outside the heavens wept. Beneath the ground demons rejoiced. This time the curse brought with it a devilish twist they were proud of.

      “Mark time of death,” the doctor sighed. “Put him down as another John Doe.”

      Angelique’s armour shattered, tears streaking down her cheeks. “That won’t be necessary.” Shaking knees gave out, sending her plummeting to the ground. “His name was Chris. He was my husband.”
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      “You probably think the nurse did nothing wrong,” Midnight said. “But she did. That girl should have known to keep a bit of her gift in reserve. In a way, she misused her power by helping people. That’s rather ironic, don’t you think?”

      There was no answer.

      “Don’t sit there, peering blankly at the wall.” Midnight snarled with a side of hissing. “She held too much power in her hands and used it carelessly. By saving lives unnaturally, destiny itself changes. By now I shouldn’t have to tell you who’s domain that falls into. It’s a double-edged sword, really...” Eyes blackened, displaying a vacancy sign. “...no good deed goes unpunished... damned if you do, damned if you don’t... and all that rubbish. We weren’t meant to understand the rules, just blindly obey them.”

      The pitter-patter of falling rain drops halted, silence creeping over the small cabin once more. Outside, rays of the sun’s light began breaking through the dirt encrusted window panes. Twitching whiskers made short work of closing dark-coloured curtains, keeping the beams from intruding on Midnight’s neck of the woods.

      “You’ve weathered the storm. That means it’s time to say our goodbyes.” Her furry head turned, hiding a tinge of disappointment hidden in glowing green eyes.

      The stranger made a significant move for the first time during the visit, heading to the fireplace instead of the door. The hearth was silent, all signs of a fire blazing within it for hours completely erased.

      “What is that?” A cold gaze fixed on a photograph left on the mantel. “A goat?” Midnight’s nose twitched. “Ah.” She sat up. “Now I see. Your pet was killed. Was it a sacrifice? Never mind, I don’t need to know the details. At least, I understand what this trip is about. I cannot help you, though.”

      Heavy footsteps stopped at the door. He glanced back.

      “There is no guarantee either way,” Midnight advised. “Karma might take care of the killer immediately... or several lifetimes from now. There is no statute of limitations in its court and no rushing the decision. You might never see justice being served. Revenge isn’t the answer, though. Taking action yourself will hurt you in the end more than those who wronged you. It’s not worth it.”

      An annoyed grunt echoed through the room.

      Midnight hissed back, “Being angry with me won’t do any good, either. I can’t miraculously teach you witchcraft in a few minutes. The death of a goat is usually attached to some form of a cult. I’m sure they have ample magic-users at their disposal. You wouldn’t last two seconds alone.”

      Another unintelligible noise, this one just as disgruntled as the last.

      “It’s not by choice,” Midnight defended herself with an angry snarl. “I cannot leave here, you see. It’s part of my atonement. As long as I stay inside, I am for the most part safe, save for one hour a day, of course.”

      Their eyes met, but Midnight broke it off, focusing on the empty space between them and ignoring a meddlesome gaze. Curiosity was supposed to be a trait of a cat.

      Midnight finally gave in. “That’s right... the witching hour. The time when covens make the weak their prey, stealing their magic in the process. Don’t get me wrong, I am still a formidable witch, but whisker magic... the teacups and saucers sometimes fall.”

      Black fur stood up on end, Midnight’s back arching. Tiny paws hit the floor with a thud louder than they appeared able to make. She scooted from pillow to windowsill, back facing the door, one leg hanging down in a sexy pose.

      “Keep in mind, your future hangs in the balance. You don’t want to end up like me... all alone with my power,” Midnight said. “Honestly, I don’t even know if you are real or a figment of my imagination. That’s how long it’s been since another graced my presence.”

      The door creaked a warning, the stranger was exiting. Once it shut, darkness would rule the roost once more.

      “Good luck,” Midnight whispered, feeling the fiercely radiating stare of sad eyes withdrawing from her back. “Let me know how things go. You’re most welcome to visit again.”

      The door slammed. In an instant, things were as they had been before.
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        I’m bad luck. No, like, really bad luck.

      

      

      At twelve, my coven exiled me from our home with whispers of the disaster witch. Now, I might be an adult, but my life is no less full of misfortune. Kicked out of my old apartment, I’m forced to take up Elder Vivian’s offer to rent her own property.

      When I show up, I learn that not only did Vivian skimp on some details, but my new rental is also haunted. Surprised? Yeah, me neither.

      But what happens when I’ve finally had enough and decide to summon a familiar for protection? Well, let’s just say I didn’t exactly summon a fluffy kitten. This hound has claws, and I’m sure my bad luck will eat me alive.
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      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      Staring up at the two-story old Victorian house with a wide porch and steepled rooftop, I couldn’t believe my bad luck had really been, well, this bad. Covered in ivy with shutters swinging off their one remaining hinge, my new home screamed haunted house more than ‘rustic home in need of a little TLC’.

      I knew my coven were a little wary of me and my misfortune, but even this was getting a little ridiculous. Elder Vivian was a kind enough lady, the only Elder who didn’t automatically give me the cold-shoulder anyway, but maybe she wasn’t quite as kind as I’d thought.

      “What am I going to do?” I breathed out the words, a chill descending my spine. The cold autumn breeze ruffled my long ginger hair and pulled on my windbreaker. It was just my luck that pre-winter wind was heading my way—always the misfortunate little Umbra. “It’s not like you can go back to your old place.”

      I steeled my nerves and took a few steps up the overgrown walkway, inching closer to my new rental. I knew I needed this. I needed a roof over my head, and I needed rent to be cheap, but this house had bad vibes written all over it. Still, it was my only option in our small town in nowhere Massachusetts.

      “It’ll be fine,” I assured. Talking to myself had become a crutch over the years, one I gladly leaned on. It made the days less quiet and gave me time to talk myself through my own problems. It’s not like I had anyone else to talk to anyway. Even Elder Vivian had shooed me away the second she could. Not that I could blame her. I was bad luck.

      But not today! The inside couldn’t be so bad, right?

      I picked my way up the steps, scurrying along quickly when one groaned like it might give way. I’d barely flung the tall black door open when I knew I’d been wrong. “So fucking wrong.”

      My eyes widened as I stared at the dusty interior. Sheets lay atop every piece of furniture in sight, giving the foyer and adjacent living room a ghostly feel.

      A squeak sounded in the dim, and I screamed as a bat flew past my head and out the open door. “A bat! I have bats now!” Good goddess, what had I gotten myself into?

      The house groaned with the shift in wind, and the door slammed shut with a crack. I jumped, my heart racing as I darted a glance around the dark room. I couldn’t see a light switch, a candle, or anything that might provide some damn light. With a sigh, I yanked my cellphone from my pocket and quickly turned on the flashlight.

      “This is fine. Totally fine.” At least the house wasn’t burning around me. There were small miracles, and this was certainly one of them.

      I crept into the living room, clutching the strap of my backpack tight in one hand, and my phone in the other. I swept the flashlight over the covered furniture, took in the crumbling stone fireplace, and the creepy portrait of a handsome gentleman hanging above it.

      “It’s just a house, Umbra. Just a house.” I didn’t even believe myself, not when it felt like eyes were burning a hole in my back, and my skin crawled. “Just a very creepy… very old house.”

      I made my way through the rest of the downstairs unscathed, save for a violent encounter with a spiderweb—hey, this was my house now buddy. He’d have to take his silky home elsewhere. Off the living room was a large dining room with an old-fashioned kitchen beside it. There was a drawing room at the back of the house, and a more formal lounge next to the stairs.

      It all seemed ordinary enough—creepy, but ordinary. “See, nothing to worry about.”

      Now it was time for the hard part… upstairs. I took a deep breath before I took my first step. When it didn’t immediately cave beneath me, I took another, and then another. Soon, I had reached the top, and didn’t have a near-death experience once. What a good day this was turning out to be!

      If it was possible, the second floor was even darker. A long carpet runner ran up the hallway, muffling my steps as I peeked inside each room. The bathroom had a clawfoot tub, and no shower curtain, while the first bedroom was small with two twin beds.

      “Aww, twinsies,” I cooed before closing the door.

      I’d barely made it to the end of the hall when a creak met my ears. I froze, my fingers wrapped around the doorknob to the master suite. My heart raced as I glanced over my shoulder to find the door to the twins’ room slowly gliding open.

      “I must not have closed it all the way,” I reasoned, even while cold dread pooled in my stomach. I quickly closed the door again, yanking it firmly until I head the mechanism click. “That should do it.”

      I was back at the door to the master suite once again when a familiar creak sent a shiver down my spine. I was sure it was closed properly this time. As I spun back around, a shadow flit across the corner of my eye, but before I could make it out properly, it was gone.

      “Nope, nope, nope!” I cried as I raced back to the end of the hall, tripping over nothing. My heart leapt into my throat, and I barely had time to throw out my hands and catch myself before faceplanting. At least I had good reflexes going for me. I didn’t want to break my nose and smash up my glasses on the first night.

      A ghostly moan filled my ears, and I leapt back to my feet, tearing down the stairs and into the living room once again.

      “Of course, it’s haunted!” My bad luck amazed even me this time. Ghostly occurrences were rare, even to a witch, though a little more common this close to Samhain. But I had to remember I had the upper hand here.

      Standing in the middle of the living room, I spun around, looking for any signs of a ghost, but all I received was the house’s telltale groan.

      “Okay, listen up ghosties!” I called out. It was time I pulled up my big girl panties and took things into my own hands. “I’m sorry for entering your space without permission, but Elder Vivian owns this house and gave me a very affordable deal on rent! If we could please come to some sort of common ground and get along, I’ll stay out of your way, if you’ll stay out of mine.”

      That seemed reasonable enough, right?

      When the slam of a door upstairs had me jumping, I took that as the ghost’s answer. Fine! I was a nice girl. I tried my best to get along with everyone, even my coven, but I was at my wits end with being the sweet one. It was time I embraced what it meant to be a witch.

      Tossing my backpack onto the floor, I went about pushing the living room furniture from the center of the room, giving me enough space to perform a ritual. There were many ways a witch could protect themselves—with charms, wards, and spells—but the most effective protection against the otherworldly was always a familiar.

      I’d never been great at spells, ever since my misfortune gene kicked in, but summoning a familiar was basic magic, so basic even I couldn’t fuck it up.

      I tore open my backpack, retrieving my grimoire, my salts, chalk, and a few candles. I created a protection ring of salt on the floor to keep out the ghosties before I lit my candles. I smirked as a bit of wind sent the flames flickering but couldn’t take out their light completely.

      Huzzah! I could still do stuff.

      I used my chalk to draw a large witch’s circle, following the design from my grimoire to a T. As long as I followed the instructions, I couldn’t mess this up. Next time our coven had a meeting, I’d have my own familiar as well as my new abode. Look at me go, all grown up and shit.

      I laughed to myself as I finished the design, double checking my book before I sat crossed-legged, just inside the ring of salt, but outside the witch circle.

      “I tried to play nice, ghosties!” I called out to them. “If you won’t leave me alone, I’ll have my new familiar chase you away!”

      I waited but received no response this time. It was as if the house held its breath, not a groan or moan to be heard while it awaited my spell. Good. At least it knew I was serious. Settling my grimoire before me, I adjusted my black-rimmed glasses on the bridge of my nose before settling my hands on my knees. I took a few deep breaths, and then called on my magic.

      Tingles ran across my skin, and I smiled as I felt that familiar light burning in the center of my chest, spreading magic out into my fingertips, and sending my heart racing.

      “By magic’s call, I seek you. One to protect, one to bind.” The spell tumbled off my lips as I read it from the grimoire. The circle began to glow, the chalk turning a dusty blue as it brightened. “A friend in magic, a flame unburning. A service I seek. A life I hold. I summon thee, a familiar of old.”

      The glowing blue light suddenly shifted, red and orange taking its place with a haunting dark glow at its center. I yelped as I shuffled back, breaking my salt circle. Something with burning heat brushed my senses and the dark void that had opened up at the center of my witch’s circle grew in size until a flame appeared at its center.

      “Shit!” What did I do wrong? What had I just summoned? My mind raced as I grasped my grimoire with shaking hands. I scanned the witch’s circle, which I was fairly certain had been correct, and then read the text once more. “Fame! Fuck.” The text said fame not flame.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      I pushed to my feet as a form solidified from the flaming black, and suddenly I was staring down a set of crimson red eyes in the face of a black canine. A growl ripped from its throat as the flames on its back flickered and the glow began to die out.

      Staring with wide eyes, and a hammering heart, I realized my bad luck had truly caught up with me this time.

      “I just summoned a fucking hellhound.”
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      How was this even possible? How does one just accidentally summon a hellhound? I had no idea, but part of me wasn’t even surprised. They didn’t call me the Disaster Witch for nothing.

      “Easy.” I held up my hands in defense, trying to appear harmless as I backed towards the foyer. If I could just escape outside, I could get some distance. If I was lucky, I could get the door closed behind me. I sighed internally—as if I was ever lucky.

      The black hound stepped forward; its lips pulled back in a nasty snarl as the flames faded from its shiny coat. It wasn’t quite the size of a wolf and looked more like a shepherd with really scary teeth.

      “I’m sorry for summoning you!” I cried out, unsure exactly what to say to get myself out of this one. “I-I didn’t mean to. It was an accident. You see, I have a lot of accidents. I’m unlucky.” I babbled, something I did every time my nerves overcame me, and fear was all I knew. “If you’ll just let me back out of the house, you know what, you can have it. I’ll find somewhere else to live. I’m sure there’s plenty of haunted houses I can call my own.”

      A growl vibrated from the hound’s chest and its tail swished in agitation.

      I winced and backed up another step, my entire body shaking. “The door is r-right there, see?” I motioned at it. “I’m sorry for taking up your time. I’ll just leave the house in your care and—”

      The hound stopped its prowling, and its growl died out. It cocked its head, watching me as I froze. Pulse raging in my ears, I tentatively took another step back, only for its snarl to stop me halfway. When I stopped, so did its snarling.

      Wait. I slowly straightened up, cancelling my retreat for now. As soon as I did, its posture relaxed, and it shook out its coat before leaping on top of the sheet-covered sofa.

      I took a tentative step back into the room, and it made itself comfortable, sprawling out on the three-seater. “Hey.” My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “What the hell is going on?”

      The hound snorted—actually fucking snorted at me! The nerve!

      Testing the waters, I moved to retreat a step, and the hound immediately stiffened. I took another, and it growled once again, watching me warily. “You want me to stay?”

      It cocked its head, giving me a look like it thought I was stupid. I almost laughed. This was possibly the most ridiculous situation I’d ever landed myself in. When I returned to the living room this time, he relaxed, and I could finally breathe easier.

      Okay, so I’d just summoned a hellhound. Cool… cool, very cool. Yes, not at all horrifying. It didn’t seem like it was going to hurt me, not unless I was trying to run away from it. Did it want to stalk me as its prey first? What exactly was the protocol when you accidentally summoned a demon hound from Hell?

      Creeping through the room, I carefully gathered my things and returned them to my backpack just in case I needed to run. With the light of the candles still illuminating the living room, I could turn off my phone’s flashlight and conserve the battery, so I pressed that back into my pocket for safe keeping.

      Now that I was ready to run at a moment’s notice, I faced the hellhound once again. It stared at me with indifference, its gaze sliding up and down like it was sizing me up. It huffed when it was finished and settled its head on its paws before closing its eyes.

      “Why do I feel like I’m being mocked?” I mumbled.

      Its ears twitched and I swear a small smirk twisted its muzzle before it disappeared.

      Gazing back around the living room, I gasped at the scorch marks across the old wooden floors. “Shit! Vivian is going to kill me!” I spun back on the hound. “Off the couch! I can’t lose my security deposit on this place.”

      The hound didn’t so much as open its eyes. The nerve.

      “Hey! I’m talking to you,” I snapped. Placing my hands on my hips, I glared at the hound. Finally, it peeked an eye open, regarding me with cold indifference once again. “Get off the couch.” I pointed at the floor. “I’ll find you something else to sleep on, but I can’t have any flames scorching the furniture.”

      The hound huffed and rolled its fucking eyes at me. A hound! Rolling its eyes! I didn’t even think it was possible.

      I sighed. “Please? I know I summoned you by mistake, but I need—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, a door slammed upstairs, and I jumped a good foot in the air. Forgetting all about the danger a hellhound posed, I slipped around the back of the sofa and crouched to hide.

      I peeked up from my hiding spot to find large red eyes staring and the hound’s head canted to the side as if asking what I was doing. “The house is haunted,” I explained.

      Its ears pricked up, and it spun its head back to regard the doorway. I didn’t realize it would understand me so well. Maybe I shouldn’t treat it like a dog…

      The hound stood and stretched before leaping off the couch and prowling towards the foyer. “Wait!” I scurried from my hiding place, surprised to find it actually had waited for me at the bottom of the stairs. The mirth in its eyes was clear, but I didn’t have time to decipher its intentions as another creak came from the second floor.

      I was as stiff as a board, my breathing coming in tiny gasps as I glanced up the stairwell. I could have sworn I saw something dark shift by, but it had to be a trick of the light, right?

      The hellhound huffed and started up the stairs. I hurried to follow, only a step or two behind until we reached the second floor. The hound walked down the corridor first, its large ears twitching while it sniffed at the floor and around the doors. It paused beside the door to the twins’ room, and looked back at me, waiting.

      “You want me to open it?” It nodded. “Okay.” Tentatively, I twisted the knob and threw the door open before stepping away. The hound pushed inside just as an antique lamp fell off the nightstand between both beds. It shattered, sending bits of ceramic and glass in every direction, while the lamp shade bounced beneath the left side bed.

      “See!” I motioned at the lamp. “Haunted!”

      The hound froze and growled as it backed from the room, pushing me behind it until it had successfully herded me into the hallway. Once we were out, the door slammed in our faces.

      “My bad fucking luck,” I muttered.

      “The house is definitely haunted.” The male voice took me off guard, and I leapt away as what had once been a hound shifted into a tall, gorgeous man with striking black hair and sultry amber eyes.

      My mouth hung open and my heart raced as I stared into those fathomless eyes, a few shades lighter than the red they had been, but still recognizable. “Y-You… you just shifted!”

      The male regarded me with a deadpan expression. “I’m a hellhound.”

      “Hellhounds shift?”

      “Yes.”

      So, not only had I summoned a hellhound, but a shifting one. A man. There was a man in my new house along with at least one ghost. How was I supposed to explain any of this to my coven?
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      I know what you’re thinking. Why would a disaster witch like me drive a car? Especially when I now knew why my life had gone belly up all those years ago. I had a feeling Kane was wondering the same thing when my ancient Corolla shuddered for the sixth time on the way to the coven house. Still, he didn’t shift back, and I kept my eyes diligently on the road, white knuckling the steering wheel as we eased over the uneven backroad.

      As soon as the tri-peaks of the old Victorian rose between the trees, I let out a sigh of relief, and the car shuddered again.

      Kane shot me a murderous look, amber eyes closer to red and sparking like flames. I imagined he’d give me an earful later, but right now, sitting like a scared black dog in my passenger seat, he was as silent as the grave. Hah, get it? Because I’m being haunted by ghosts? Ah whatever.

      “We’re here,” I announced, craning my neck to peer through the spindly black gates towards the house. It was three stories tall with a wrap around porch, thick beams, tidy black shingles, and pristine ivy climbing the sides. It was everything my new home wasn’t, perfect down to the last blade of grass. Magic could do that, you know. “It’s getting late, so we should probably hurry.”

      Even as I said it, I didn’t dare urge my little Corolla any faster. Already she was wheezing, something inside of her grinding like she was trying to take her last breaths.

      Kane’s ears lie flat on his head and his eyes widened as he looked between the windshield and me, probably rethinking this whole familiar arrangement if I had to guess.

      “Don’t worry, she’s never burst into flames.”—yet, I added silently, patting the dash as if to soothe this hunk of metal.

      Kane snorted and rolled his eyes, glaring out the windshield the closer we crept up the drive. Once we reached the front gates, they eased open, a flutter of magic caressing my senses. I swallowed thickly. I’d been so ready to come here, so determined to find who’d jinxed me and finally get this curse removed, that I hadn’t even considered our Matriarch’s last words to me: Never show your face in my coven house again.

      I’d been twelve at the time and cried for days. Luckily, Elder Vivian took me in and gave me a home until I could afford one myself. Unfortunately, my luck made it hard to hold a job for long, and I’d had to rely on my elder witch far more than I’d ever wanted to.

      Sighing, I parked halfway up the driveway and leaned my forehead on the wheel. I’m about to break our Matriarch’s command. I might get exiled, or worse. Is it worth it to have this jinx removed?

      Something wet touched my forearm and I jumped, bumping the car horn, and jumping again at the sound. Heat flushed up from my neck and into my face. I turned my gaze back on the house to find almost every window illuminated. Well, fuck.

      “All right, stay close,” I said quickly, undoing my seatbelt before my nerves got the better of me. “They might not be so happy to see me.”

      Kane tilted his head in confusion, but I brushed him off and got out, tripping over nothing and nearly faceplanting into the gravel. I grabbed the door just in time, but still managed to twist my ankle a little.

      “For fucks sake!”

      That does it. I’m getting this jinx off of me even if I have to flee to California after this.

      Straightening, I took in the house while Kane hopped out behind me. The second the car door was closed, a shiver descended my spine. The hair on the back of my neck rose like I was being watched, and from the parted curtains upstairs, I gathered someone was staring.

      Again, Kane’s nose touched my arm, but this time I didn’t jump. Instead, I brushed a hand over his head, choosing to think he was trying to comfort me in some small way, even though he was probably just trying to hurry me along. What can I say, I preferred my brain’s version of Kane.

      I could almost feel the questions pouring off Kane’s tense shoulders, but he followed by my side up the gravel driveway, across the stone walkway and up the porch steps until I stood before the first door to have ever slammed in my face. It hadn’t changed much, still the same dusty blue with a black gargoyle of a doorknocker.

      You can do this, Umbra. I fisted my hands and took a deep breath, but before I could knock, the door swung open.

      “Umbra!” Elder Vivian stared at me with wide brown eyes, her silver hair pulled up into a neat bun with a violet beret holding it in place. “What are you doing here?”

      She moved to step out and close the door behind her, but I stopped the door with my foot and held up a hand. “I’m here to find out who jinxed me, Elder Vivian.” My voice was surprisingly steady and crisp, even with sweat drenching my back and my fingers quivering.

      Her eyes widened even larger, like two saucers surrounded by dark lashes. “Jinxed you? What on earth do you mean?”

      “Someone has jinxed me, and the only witches in Blackwater are in this coven, so I’m here to find out who did it and why.” I straightened my back, maybe even thrust my chest out a little bit. I stared down my chin at the only mother figure I’d ever had, hoping she could see my determination.

      Elder Vivian’s lips twitched before a gentle smile soothed her features, returning her to the kind grandmotherly like woman I’d always known. “If you’re here you must be quite certain. Well then, I’m sure Janessa will make an exception.” She took a step back and motioned me inside.

      Before I could even move, shock registered. I didn’t think it’d be this easy. “R-Right.” I hurried in before she could change her mind, until a gasp caused me to round.

      “What in the goddess’s name—” Elder Vivian hopped away from the door, and I felt the burn of her magic skating across my senses.

      “Wait!” I leapt in front of Kane, my hands up.

      Violet light, shimmering like the night sky, twisted around Vivian’s hands, writhing like purple flames. The scent of primroses filled the air, assaulting my nose and filling my lungs. Her magic was so strong I had to take a breath, but even that only worsened the thickness that filled me with every inhale.

      “What is the meaning of this, Umbra?”

      I looked up, my worry over Kane dulling to this unexpected fear of the one person I knew would contest my being here. Matriarch Janessa. She was the leader of our coven, and the most powerful witch in Blackwater. Towering on the landing just up the foyer steps, the witch stood with an imposing raise of her chin, her fingers wrapped around the black fur draped across her pale shoulders. Her wicked red lips curled in a scowl, her nose wrinkling as if she’d smelled something horrid.

      “Has your memory grown dull with age?” Janessa’s deep, sensual voice wrapped around me, a magic of its own. If I hadn’t sworn into the coven at such a young age, she’d have no power over me. What can I say, young Umbra was dumb Umbra. “I’m certain I told you never to set foot in this house again.”

      Before I could part my lips to speak, a growl thundered through the foyer, and I wasn’t the only one to go still as marble. Kane vibrated with anger from the corner of my eye, heat coming from him in waves as he glared at Janessa. Sparks flew from his dark coat, and his claws suddenly burned tiny holes in the carpet.

      “You’ve brought a demon with you?” Janessa gasped, and I could have sworn fear filled her eyes, but it was gone too quickly for me to be sure.

      I swallowed the lump that had lodged itself in my throat and nodded. “Yes. This hellhound is my familiar, and we’re here to find out who jinxed me.”

      Recognition flashed through Janessa’s eyes, and it was then that it hit me. Kane wasn’t growling because he knew I didn’t like Janessa. His snarl only deepened the longer he glared at the witch, and I knew then that he’d found my jinxer.

      “You,” I said, surprised.

      The cloying scent of primroses faded a little as Vivian gazed between us, confusion wrinkling her forehead. Janessa turned her sneer from my hellhound onto me, her dark eyes full of malice.

      “What are you saying, Umbra?” Vivian asked. She reached out for my arm, but Kane snapped his teeth in her direction. The elderly woman let her hand drop as realization hit. “You can’t be insinuating what I think you are.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Janessa, seeing the truth without her having to say it. “It’s true. It was you.” My fingers fisted as a lick of anger tore through my chest. All this time, it had been the very woman who’d driven me out. “But why?”

      Kane’s growling quieted slightly as if he too wanted the answer to that. Even Vivian had gone pale, turning to look at her leader with new eyes.

      “Why?” Janessa laughed. “Because you aren’t worthy to be called our sister.”

      I scoffed. “What are you talking about?”

      Vivian shook as she stepped in front of me. “Yes, Matriarch, why? Why would you do this to one of our own?”

      Janessa rolled her eyes and flicked her fingers as if removing a bug. “As I said, Umbra isn’t worthy of our coven, and I’ll be damned if I allow her return. I don’t consort with your kind of witch.”

      Her sneer turned her beautiful face ugly, and I couldn’t help but scowl myself. “There is only one kind of witch, you evil crone!” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      Janessa’s eyes darkened. “What an idiot you’ve raised, Vivian. Do away with her. I have better things to do.”

      I stiffened at the same time as Vivian. “I’m not going anywhere!”

      “Of course not,” Vivian agreed. She took my hand, and this time Kane’s teeth remained far away from the elder. Maybe he’d finally realized that Vivian was on our side. “Remove this jinx at once, Janessa. I don’t know what has gotten into you, but this is not how this coven behaves.”

      Janessa tipped her head back, a shrill laugh filling the room. “You still have a lot of spark in you for an old bag!”

      I winced. Okay there was no reason to be rude.

      Vivian chuckled as her primrose magic filled the air once more. “I have far more than a spark left in me, Janessa. I knew your mother, and her mother before her. I am the Head of Elders in this coven, and you will show me the respect I deserve. Now, remove this jinx before I’m forced to call upon the rest of the coven.”

      “And you think the coven will listen to you?” Janessa descended the steps, her heels clacking against the polished wood until she stood a few feet from Vivian. “I’ve made this coven what it is today. Before me, you were no better than washed up fortune tellers. So, when I say jump, what do you ask, Elder Vivian?”

      Vivian smirked. “How high, bitch.”

      The elderly witch shot forward with more speed than I’d ever thought her capable, her magic laden hand wrapping around Janessa’s throat. She slammed her against the wall beside the stairs, the house rattling from the impact.

      Magic wrapped around Janessa, purple staining every inch of her skin as she stared wide eyed at the elder pinning her down. “Old magic,” Janessa spluttered as she gripped Elder Vivian’s wrists, trying, and failing to dislodge her grip.

      “You will renounce your matriarchal duties at once,” Vivian spit.

      I stared in disbelief and fascination as the two powerful women squared off. I didn’t know if I should help or stay out of the way. I chose the latter, given Janessa hadn’t removed the jinx just yet.

      Janessa scoffed, but Vivian only squeezed tighter. “Never.”

      Before I could sound a warning, Vivian was thrown into me, and my back slammed into the front door. My breath whooshed out of me, my sore spine aching.

      “I’ve had enough of your insolence,” Janessa said. She took a step forward, only for flames to bar her path.

      “Quickly,” Kane said.

      I looked up to find the hellhound now in human form, crouching as he pulled Vivian into his arms. The elderly woman was out cold, and I quickly struggled to stand. “We should run,” I agreed.

      Janessa screeched on the other side of the wall of flames, but Kane simply threw the door open. “I’m driving,” he deadpanned before racing out to the car.

      I sighed and pursued. “Fair enough.”

      As we scrambled into the car, flames still burning through the doorway, I realized one important thing: I was still jinxed.

      “For fucks sake.”
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        Want to see more of Umbra and Kane?

        Sign up for my newsletter to get the latest updates:

        https://www.subscribepage.com/jinx

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Katherine Bogle

          

        

      

    

    
      Katherine Bogle is the USA Today bestselling author of Queen of Thieves, Her Wolf, and the international bestselling Dominion Rising series.

      She first found success with her debut novel, Haven, which came second in the World’s Best Story contest 2015. Since then, she has gone on to release 19 books with one core theme: kick-butt heroines. Though her series may span genres—from fantasy to steampunk to science fiction—she will always write about strong women overcoming the odds.

      
        
        Sign up for info on her upcoming releases, free stuff and more:

        http://katherinebogle.com

        https://www.subscribepage.com/jinx

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            All Hallow’s Hex

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        © N.J. Ember

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About All Hallow’s Hex

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Love at first sight is its own kind of magic.

      

      

      When a witch falls for a mysterious woman, they must take on the father of Halloween and the keeper of souls, Jack Legend, before the veil closes and dooms them both forever. But how can they outsmart a man who tricked the devil himself?
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      Loving her was its own kind of curse. And love at first sight? It’s a different kind of magick. The kind that only strikes in rare instances, like shooting stars or lunar eclipses. Or blue moons. I should’ve realized the night I saw her that she was someone special. Someone who would change me forever. She was framed against a backdrop of forest pines. Her face was a little hazy through the woodsmoke as her hips swayed to the music, with flickering embers reflecting in her eyes. One look was all it took.

      I was a witch. But Autumn was a spell. Wild, beautiful and something that was never meant to be contained.

      That Halloween was the first time I ever experienced true magick. And true love. Both are equally terrifying. But here’s my warning… If you’re reading this, stop now. Walk away. Because magick and love are powerful forces, and that October we unleashed something we couldn’t undo.

      I know you’ll be tempted. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.
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      There was power here. I could feel it in the ground and in the crisp air that stung my face. I could feel it humming underneath my skin. Here, I felt the goddess and god listening. The veil was thinning. Samhain was was almost here.

      “Liann? I think we’re ready to start eating,” Katie called, leaning halfway out the cabin door.

      I opened my eyes. Uncrossing my legs, I pushed off the chilly earth to stand and followed her inside. The smell of baking pumpkin greeted us at the door and my arms and legs tingled as my body adjusted to the sudden warmth. The rest of the coven were already busy making their plates and pouring drinks. Two of our members waved to me. They were seated and waiting at the table. I got in line by the kitchen counter and Katie passed me a clean plate from the stack.

      “Just so you know, I’m not doing the dishes,” she said.

      I paused at the sink to wash my hands. “That’s fine. You already did enough earlier by helping build the bonfire.”

      A groan of protest went around the room. “I don’t want to hear it. None of us want to do dishes for twelve, but someone will have to. This could’ve been a lot easier with disposable plates, but...”

      “It’s terrible for the environment, Liann,” said Amir, as they added roasted eggplant and mushrooms to their plate. I always referred to Amir as they/them because they were non-binary and those were their preferred pronouns.

      “Which is why I’ll probably get stuck washing the dishes tonight. But I won’t be doing them tomorrow when everyone else comes,” I muttered.

      Tonight was for the coven. For my found family. And even though they sometimes drove me crazy, I knew that if I really ended up needing help, all I’d have to do was ask. Tomorrow night would be less about observing Samhain and more about having fun on Halloween, so our weekend away would be expanding to include more people.

      I took a set of cutlery and scanned the trays of food. Potlucks were usually a good idea for sabbat celebrations, or any big gathering of witches. Energy crashes were common after rituals and potlucks insured there was lots of food with enough variety so everyone was included. While tonight included items like roast beef, fried chicken, and barbecue ribs, there was also dairy-free vegetarian lasagna, mushroom cap burgers, and eggplant parmigiana. Plus, there were a ton of side dishes, too. My mouth watered as I spotted the baked mac and cheese and the garlic mashed potatoes.

      I added some spinach salad and a small slice of dark-rye bread to my slightly overfilled plate and carefully carried it to my seat. Helena passed me the bottle of Cabernet, but I waited to fill my glass with apple cider instead. I smiled as everyone took their seats. It was a little crowded in the small space, but we would make the best of it. “What do we think? Are we all ready?”

      When everyone nodded, I took a calming breath and said, “Tonight is the first of three nights on which we celebrate Samhain. It is the end of the harvest, the last days of summer, and the cold nights wait  for us on the other side. The bounty of our labor, the abundance of the harvest, the success of the hunt, all lies before us. We thank the earth for all it has given us this season, and we look forward to winter, a time of sacred darkness. Blessed be.”

      “Blessed be,” repeated the others, all of us breaking off tiny pieces of bread to add to the large offering bowl which sat at the center of the table between two orange tapers. A bit of wine and cider would be saved for later as well.

      Finally, we could eat. I scooped up some sweet potato with my fork and chewed. This was definitely going to be worth all those dirty dishes later. Eventually, talk broke out and I joined in on conversations here and there. Sometimes I just observed the others while I ate. But the feeling stayed with me.

      There was something different about tonight. Something that nudged at the back of my mind and made the hair stand up at the back of my neck. I took a sip of cider as I tried to focus on what the feeling was. The noise and chatter around me dimmed. I stared into the flame of one of the tapers, its blue heart expanding and contracting in sync with my breathing.

      What are you trying to tell me?

      Gabe leaned towards me, accidentally bumping my elbow. His brow was furrowed and he was studying me intently. “Are you okay?”

      My focus snapped like a taut string as I blinked and the candle sputtered. As the flame went out and a trail of white smoke curled towards the ceiling, the feeling faded.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I just zoned out for a second,” I answered.

      A sudden chill made me shiver and goosebumps appeared on my arms. I wasn’t sure what this unease was about, but it felt like something was coming.

      Something dangerous.
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      After dinner we all went back outside. Amir had set up the altar table not too far away, and one by one we added photos and mementos for people we had lost. Someone placed clay figurines on the altar representing the goddess and god. Their faces didn’t have features but symbols and runes covered their bodies. Each of us worshipped differently, so formless statues meant they could represent any pantheon.

      “Those are nice,” I whispered to Amir, indicating the figures. They nodded.

      When it was my turn, I added some crystals and small flowers. I’d been lucky not to experience the death of anyone close to me yet, but I still wanted to pay my respects to my ancestors.

      Gabe placed some battery operated tea lights on the altar. “It wouldn’t be safe to leave real candles lit overnight, but these will do,” he said.

      “Perfect,” I said.

      I turned and called to the others. “There’s one more thing we have to do before we light the bonfire.”

      I walked to a decent grassy spot and Helena brought me the offering bowl. It got passed around and we all sprinkled the bread pieces and cubes of fresh pumpkin around us. Then we did the same as chalices of wine and cider were passed around. As we gave our offerings to the earth, each of us said, “The wheel is turning. Summer is gone, and winter nights are coming. We have planted and we have watched it grow, we have weeded, and we have gathered the harvest. Now it is at its end.”

      “Thank you all for being here and for celebrating with me,” I said as I poured the last bit of cider to the ground. “I think now it’s time for us to have some fun.”
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      Samhain was a way for us to honor the dead, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t take some time for mischief and shenanigans.

      Drunk hide and seek had definitely been a bad idea. It sounded fun half an hour or so ago, when the sun was just starting to go down and everyone scattered, laughing as they ran around the campground to hide. But night had crept in fast and without warning. The temperature dropped enough that I was shivering. Plus I was without my leather jacket, and the mosquitoes were out in full force, biting me like I was a personal bug buffet.

      “First I eat and then I get eaten. That has to be some kind of irony,” I grumbled.

      I slapped my ankle as another bug attacked the exposed skin there. It was quiet, only chirping crickets kept me company, but I stayed crouched low in the underbrush of the forrest. It was stupid, but I didn’t want to be the one to lose. My stomach churned, and I put a hand to my mouth as the bitter aftertaste of alcohol rose to the back of my throat and coated my tongue. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten or drank so much.

      There wasn’t much time for regrets as my it churned again. I bent down into the bush in front of me, trying to avoid my boots. Now the fun was definitely over. Tequila, one. Me, zero.

      “I give! I’m done. Let’s just go back to the bonfire now,” I called, tripping over some branches and stumbling out into the open.

      No one answered. “C’mon, this isn’t funny. I’m done. I just want to relax.”

      I squinted into darkness, hoping to make out the silhouettes of some of the others moving behind the trees, but nothing was there. I hugged myself, feeling a little shaky as the ground tilted beneath my feet. I wasn’t sure I remembered enough of the way to get back on my own. The woods near the bonfire was a ways away from the cabin.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “Liann?”

      The response was a crunching sound, like someone walking over dead leaves coming from behind me, I turned, squinting as the person got close enough for me to recognize them. My eyes widened. “Nathan?”

      “What are you doing out here, girl?”

      “I was playing hide and seek with the others.”

      I cringed at the petulant tone of my voice. Whining stopped being cute when I outgrew pigtails. I covered my eyes, trying to stop the headache that was already pressing behind them. “And I’m not feeling very good. Where is everyone?”

      “They stopped playing a while ago. They’re back at the bonfire.”

      I groaned. “Are you serious? They forgot me.”

      “I got worried when I didn’t see you. I figured I’d check around the bathrooms.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      He pulled his navy blue hoodie over his head and handed it to me. “Here. You look cold. You can borrow it until we get back.”

      “Are you sure? There’s a horde of vicious mosquitoes out here and they’re hungry for blood.”

      Nathan grinned and held out his hand. “So we’ll walk fast.”
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        * * *

      

      “I found her!” Nathan called to the others as we approached the bonfire. It was burning steadily, giving off a decent warmth and the herbs that were being tossed in would be enough to keep the bugs away. Someone had put on “Man in the Box” by Alice In Chains and the vocals floated hauntingly through the air.

      I dropped into the folding chair next to Helena and rested my head on her shoulder. “Next time, remind me that tequila is a bad idea.”

      “Did you get sick?” Nathan asked.

      I nodded and then shut my eyes as another wave of nausea swelled through me.

      “Then I’m pretty sure you’ve already gotten a reminder. The question is will you listen next time?”

      I laughed. “Probably not.”

      I opened my eyes as the others started singing. Some of them got up and danced, too. I smiled, until I noticed someone else I didn’t recognize. She was taller than the rest of the girls here, including me. She had thick, blonde hair that was slightly darker than mine, almost a dirty blonde. It clung to her hips as they swayed to the music, and her black lace skirt trailed along the ground. When her leather jacket rode up I could see just a hint of her lower back peeking out. She looked towards me, like she could feel me watching her. Her brown eyes were so dark they looked completely black, except where they caught the firelight and turned the color of honey.

      My breath hitched. I nudged Helena. “Who’s she?”

      “Oh, she was here when we got back to the bonfire.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You mean when you all left and forgot about me?”

      “We didn’t all forget about you. Nathan went back for you, didn’t he?”

      I ignored this remark and focused on the mystery woman instead. “So she just showed up?”

      “Yeah. She said she had to show up earlier because it was the only time she could have someone bring her here.”

      “In the middle of the night? And which one of us invited her? They would’ve told us she was coming.”

      Helena raised her eyebrow at me. “Why are you being so weird?”

      My mouth fell open. I pointed at her. “I’m not being weird. She’s the one that’s weird. She could be a thief or a serial killer or something worse and none of you would even question her. You’re the weird ones.”

      Helena’s smirk said she could see right through me. “Well, besides taking some beer she was offered, she hasn’t done anything wrong. But if you’re so worried why don’t you go over there and question her?”

      “Fine. I will.” I huffed and stood up. I marched to the other side of the fire.

      Getting up and moving was the last thing I wanted to do. My head pounded the closer I got to the music and my eyes watered from the smoke, but I couldn’t help myself. I was drawn to her. Sure, my concerns were valid, but I knew I was in trouble when I tapped her on the shoulder and the back of my neck flushed. It always meant I was blushing.

      I waved. “Hey, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Liann.”

      She smiled and leaned in closer. “Autumn.”

      “Helena said you got dropped off early.”

      She nodded, taking a swig of beer. “Yeah, I hope that isn’t a problem. Otherwise I couldn’t find a ride here.”

      “No, no problem. I was kind of wondering who you knew here, though. It’s little weird they didn’t give us a heads up so we could be expecting you.”

      “I’m one of Ashley’s friends. And I’m sure she would’ve told you but I didn’t get a chance to let her know either. It was totally last minute that I could make it all.”

      She waved at Ashley, who smiled and waved back. My shoulders slumped in relief. “That’s fine. I just wanted to make sure.”

      “I completely understand. You can’t be too careful.”

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      I didn’t want to go, but I wasn’t sure what else I could say, and my  headache was already worse. “Well, I guess I’ll see you later.”

      As I turned to leave, she touched my shoulder and set down her beer. “Wait. Do you wanna dance?”

      I nodded, definitely blushing now, and stepped a little to her left. In that moment, I didn’t care about my head or how sick I felt. She put her hand on my hip and I put my hand behind her shoulder. She wrapped her hand around mine and our eyes met. “Is this okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Just don’t spin me or anything.”

      “How about this?”

      We stepped back and forth, our right legs moving in the space between each other’s feet, swaying a little. I moved my hand to the back of her neck and she pulled me closer. I lost track of the melody. Were we supposed to be dancing this slow?

      “You’re a good dancer. Did you take lessons?” I asked.

      Autumn nodded. “For a little while. Are you sure you don’t want to try a spin?”

      “I’m sure. I’m a little drunk and already got sick once. Better not test it.”

      Autumn stopped moving. “Oh, no. Do you want to sit down?”

      My stomach sank. I wanted to keep dancing with her, but as the sound the music came back, so did my headache. At least on the other side of the fire it was quieter. “I think I’d better.”

      “Let me walk with you.”

      I made it back to my chair and sat. Autumn took the one Helena had been sitting in. I expected her to leave but I wasn’t going to say anything if she wanted to stay.

      “It’s so nice that you have this,” she said, looking around.

      “Have what?”

      “People who love you. Family.”

      I didn’t ask her what she meant. I knew a lot of the coven members struggled with that. Some of us had been abandoned or kicked out or disowned. I knew she’d tell me about it if she wanted to.

      “Well, now you have us too.”

      There was something sad in her eyes when she smiled. Something haunted and maybe a little afraid. “For now.”

      “Sugar bomb!” Helena dumped bags of chocolate bars, peanut butter cups, and marshmallows into my lap as she ripped open a box of Graham crackers. “We’re making s’mores and roasting marshmallows.”

      The sound of Autumn’s laughter made my heart flip flop. It was so soft and full of warmth. So happy compared to how she was a minute ago.

      “I’ve never had a s’more but I’m excited to try one,” she said.

      Amir handed me a stick as Helena found extra chairs and dragged them over.

      I nudged her foot with the toe of my boot. “You’ve never had a s’more? What rock have you been living under?”

      “My parents didn’t let me have a lot of sugar growing up.”

      Helena impaled her marshmallow on to her stick with a little too much enjoyment. “Well, no offense to your parents, but we are going to fix that tonight. Candy is the best part of Halloween.”

      “You can have candy anytime,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, but not Halloween candy. It’s definitely its own special thing,” Helena explained.

      I rolled my eyes and gave Autumn a stick. “Prepare yourself for a sugar rush.”

      Gabe walked over holding a bunch of little orange papers. “Hey, did you all get your Samhain slips?”

      “Our what?”  Autumn asked.

      Gabe handed each of us some of the orange papers and little pencils. “You take these and you write down things you want to banish. Then you throw them in the fire.”

      I thought about mine for a second. I thought about Autumn and everything I felt earlier. I wrote the word fear on the paper and said a small prayer to the goddess and god. Then I folded it in half, got up, and tossed it into the bonfire. The flames turned green where the paper hit. Gabe must’ve brought some of that special spell paper. Still, it felt right.

      “So mote it be.”
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      As expected, the amount of dirty dishes tripled once everyone else arrived, but I didn’t complain. Autumn stepped up to help me and the work didn’t seem so overwhelming with her there.

      “Hey, Liann. Are you a hereditary witch?” Autumn asked.

      My hands stilled in the soapy dishwater. I usually didn’t talk about it because I felt like it didn’t matter how a person came to the craft, and because once people knew, it was like they expected something more out of me. I looked over at Autumn, who was drying one of the dinner plates and bit my lip. I liked her and I didn’t want to lie to her.

      “Yeah, but it’s not really a big deal. It’s just like being raised in any faith.”

      She placed the plate in the strainer. “Except you can trace your family back to Salem, can’t you? Katie mentioned it earlier.”

      I frowned, pulling a mug from the sink and scrubbing it. “Yeah, I can.”

      My fingers brushed against her silver rings as Autumn took the mug from my hands and set it down. “Hey, I’m sorry if I upset you. I thought it was cool and I guess I wanted to know more about you, but we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want.”

      “No, it’s okay. I understand. But you’re right, I’d rather not talk about it.” I picked the mug up again and rinsed it before handing it to her. Then I added, “you can ask me about other things. I don’t mind you getting to know me.”

      Autumn dried the mug. “Well, I was also kind of curious about what you use to get your hair to curl like that. It’s gorgeous.”

      I tucked some strands behind my ear. “Nothing. It’s naturally like that and it’s a pain.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Nothing? Really?”

      “I mostly let it air dry and try not to anger the beast. It has claimed the lives of many brushes.”

      Autumn laughed, and I relished the sound. She seemed a lot happier than the night before. As we were all walking back to the cabin for the night, Autumn wandered away to look at the altar table. I waited a few minutes before I went over to her.

      “You can add something to it if you want,” I said in a whisper.

      “I don’t have anything to add.”

      “I used to think that too because I haven’t lost anyone close to me yet, but I leave flowers and crystals now for the people I’ve lost and can’t remember and for my ancestors. I know they’re still guiding me and I want to thank them.”

      She didn’t look at me as she spoke. “So many of the dead aren’t remembered. Maybe it comforts them too.”

      “I didn’t think of it like that.”

      Autumn caressed the small flowers I’d left. “The two of us are a strange pair, Liann. You’re a girl who has never mourned, and I’m a girl who has never been mourned.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “People can’t mourn what they don’t know is dead,” she said, her voice cracking.

      Unease crept up my spine. “What are you talking about?”

      She turned to face me and I saw her eyes were red and puffy from silent tears. I wasn’t usually a hugger, but I pulled her into my arms without thinking about it. “I’m sorry. I hope this is okay. But whatever it is, it’ll be alright.”

      She wiped her eyes and rested her head on my shoulder. “I don’t think it will.”

      She didn’t pull away from me. She didn’t say another word. She just clung to me like I was the only safe place left. Whatever secrets she had, she was keeping them to herself.
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        * * *

      

      The most important rule of Samhain was the one I broke: The dead were to be remembered and respected, but never messed with. I’d broken it out of love. I’d broken it for Autumn, for our promise, but in the end? It was something that broke us instead. And it started with one question.

      That night, in the dark, while the others were sleeping, I stayed awake with Autumn. She hadn’t said a word to me since we hugged by the altar. I could feel her warm breath tickling my neck as she curled around me. I didn’t usually cuddle either, but it was soothing to be held by her, even if I felt like the one holding her together tonight.

      Then she asked me one simple question, one that would change the course of my life forever.

      “Will you help me, Liann?”
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      “Damn. I can’t find my lipstick,” Autumn said, rooting through her purse.

      We were relaxing in the living room. I sat on the couch and played a game on my phone while she got ready for the day. Autumn hadn’t brought much with her. And while I admired, and maybe even envied, her minimalist approach to packing, I still laughed. “You pack like two outfits, a hair brush, a toothbrush and nothing else, but you remember lipstick.”

      “A woman can conquer the world with the right shade of lipstick. Plus, I can borrow whatever else I forgot.”

      We did have extra necessities for anyone who needed them, but I couldn’t help teasing her. It distracted me from other things. The scent of the grapefruit body wash and vanilla shampoo someone had bought for the cabin wafted towards me every time she moved, and the knitted sweater dress she changed into fit her tall body like a second skin.

      I set my phone down. “Oh yeah? From who?”

      “Um, maybe you?” Autumn asked.

      I plucked the dark red stain I’d applied earlier from my makeup bag, along with a subtle peachy toned lip gloss and held them out to her. “You’re lucky you’re so cute.”

      Autumn took the same red stain I was wearing. She dipped a cotton swab into it instead of its applicator and swiped it on her lips. After waiting a minute for it to dry, she checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

      “I think it looks good. What about you?”

      It was hard not to stare. The stain made her wide mouth pop against her pale skin, outlining her lips so they looked extra wicked when she smirked.

      “I’m a little worried it makes us look like we’re related or something. You could’ve picked the other shade.”

      “I guess I could’ve,” she said, moving towards me. She climbed over me and straddled my lap, pushing me back against the couch. “But then it would be a dead giveaway whenever we did this.”

      She paused for a second before she kissed me, like she was waiting to see if it was okay, so I nodded. Her lips were soft and gentle as they pushed against mine and she gasped when I slid my tongue between them. The rings on her fingers tugged my hair as she gripped the nape of my neck and pressed herself against me, biting my lower lip.

      I pulled back. “You’re right. That would be a giveaway, but it’s also just as much of a giveaway if someone walks in on us. Next time we should pick somewhere more private.”

      Autumn looked down at me. “Next time?”

      I grinned and nodded. “Whenever you want it to be. If you want to. But I’m definitely not done kissing you.”

      She climbed off of me, and I panicked until she laid across the couch and rested her head against my chest. “I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Autumn decided to carve pumpkins with Gabe. I watched them as they stood outside on sheets of newspaper with pumpkin guts and seeds plopping on the ground around them. The wind picked up, roaring through the newspaper so that some of them flapped against their legs like bat wings.

      It was a good thing we held the bonfire last night since there wouldn’t be any chance of one tonight. I sat on the ground again, my legs crossed and my eyes closed so I could try and pull from the earth. The events of last night and earlier were more than enough to leave me overdue for some grounding energy. I’d given Nathan his hoodie back, but I still had my leather jacket so I was warm and  didn’t mind the chill of the whistling gusts. But as much as I tried, I couldn’t connect to this place like before. My headache hadn’t gone away yet and I rolled my neck. I tried to release some tension from my shoulders.

      Katie crouched down beside me. “Liann, we have to talk.”

      I cracked one eye open. “Can it wait?”

      Katie shook her head. “It really can’t. It’s about Autumn.”

      I got to my feet and stretched. Concrete wasn’t very forgiving on the knees. “What about Autumn?”

      Katie looked over her shoulder to where Autumn and Gabe were. “Not here.”

      She pulled me back into the cabin, checking to see if the others could hear. When she was sure we wouldn’t be overheard or interrupted, she said, “I was talking to Ashley earlier and she said she doesn’t know Autumn.”

      I stiffened. “What do you mean she doesn’t know her?”

      “Ashley told me they’ve never met before. She didn’t know who Autumn was until she showed up here that night.”

      I was out the door before Katie could stop me. I heard her calling my name, but there was only one person who could settle this. One person who could explain her lies. “Autumn!”

      She looked up, and the smile she gave me was like a punch to the gut. But once she saw the betrayal raging in my eyes, her smile faltered. “I can explain.”

      I ignored her. “Get away from her, Gabe. She could be dangerous.”

      Autumn winced. “Liann.”

      Gabe didn’t need telling twice. He dropped the carving knife and backed away with his hands raised. The knife hit the newspaper with a thunk and I picked it up, pointing it at her. “Who the hell are you?”

      She took a step towards me. “You know who I am. You know me.”

      We trusted our friends. We trusted them to know how safe their other friends were. Autumn had exploited that. She preyed on us. But what I didn’t understand was why?

      “No, I don’t. Not really. And apparently no one else does either. So why did you crash our weekend? For kicks?”

      Autumn shifted from foot to foot, crossing her arms and looking between me and Gabe. “No. I told you. I need your help, Liann.”

      “Why? You don’t even know me. How can I possibly help you?”

      She pressed her palms against her eyes. “You’re a hereditary witch. I know because I’m a witch, too. I can feel it.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      Gabe stepped between us and took his cellphone out. “You shouldn’t. I’m calling the police.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I just wanted help with a spell, I promise. A spell to contact my uncle. He died and I didn’t have anyone else to go to.”

      I turned to Gabe. “Can you give us a minute?”

      He hesitated. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Five minutes.”

      Gabe walked a few feet away, but he didn’t go back inside.

      I lowered my voice. “Why didn’t you tell me about this? There wasn’t any reason for you not to. And that still doesn’t explain how you found me or knew I’d be here.”

      “I was already up here for my own Samhain celebration. I was trying to do the spell on my own, but it wasn’t working. That’s when I heard all noise in the woods and found the bonfire. When everyone came back, I didn’t know what to say about why I was there. It was awkward. So when someone asked if I drove up early, I just said yes. I don’t have many friends and I just wanted to be a part of something. But then you showed up and I could feel how powerful you were. I knew you’d be strong enough to help me. But I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      I crossed my arms. “And the rest of it?”

      Autumn reached over, uncrossing my arms, and cupping my hands. “The rest of it happened on its own. I think you’re amazing, Liann. That isn’t a lie. But I know that I messed up and I’m sorry. If you want me to go, I will. But if you can give me a second chance, I’d ask you to help me with the spell. Please. I know I can’t do it on my own.”

      I believed that omission still counted as betrayal. I couldn’t look past that, or the feeling in my gut that said she used me. But I remembered her pain. Her tears didn’t seem fake to me. I sighed.

      “Fine. The coven and I will help you. Tomorrow.”

      Autumn shook her head and her eyes grew wide. “Not the coven. Just you.”

      “The spell has a better chance of working when there’s more people.”

      “I can’t face them after what I did. Please,” she begged, as her eyes shined with tears.

      I should’ve asked more questions. I shouldn’t have said yes. But when you cared about people you wanted to believe the best in them. And it’s even harder to admit to yourself when you’re wrong.

      I pulled my hands away. “Okay. Just the two of us.”

      “Promise me,” she pleaded again.

      “I promise.”
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      “Helping her is a really stupid idea, Liann,” Amir said as I packed my bag in one of the bedrooms the next day.

      “Maybe. But I’m still doing it.”

      Amir stepped into my path as I headed for the door. “Why?”

      I couldn’t explain the way I felt when I was around her. The way that just looking at her tugged at my heart, got under my skin, and ached down to my bones. Sometimes you meet someone and you just know they’re meant to be in your life. I didn’t know for how long, but it felt in some ways like she’d always been here. Or maybe we met in a life before this one.

      “Because I can’t help it.” I pushed past them and walked out the door.

      Autumn and I met in a field not far from where the bonfire had been. She didn’t want to set up the circle, but I never did any spell or ritual without some kind of barrier. Anything could get through.

      “It’s the smartest thing to do, Autumn. You should know that.”

      “It’ll take too much time,” she replied, pouting as she pulled a chunk of black tourmaline from my bag.

      “If you help me do this, it’ll go faster,” I said.

      So we went to work. I  traced a circle in the ground with a large stick as Autumn followed behind me with flower petals. We placed elemental representations at each point in the circle. A bowl of salt in the north, a bowl of water in west, a feather in east, and a red candle in the south. Autumn stood in the center as I paced clockwise around the circle, ending at the bowl of salt in the north. I called to each of the elements, picturing the smell and sounds of each. I walked to stand next to Autumn, taking her hand as I closed my eyes and imagined a white light spreading and growing into a strong pillar inside me. I lifted our arms, willing the white light to the sky.

      “With these elements combined together under the goddess and god, I cast a circle of protection. As above, so below. As within, so without. With harm to none, our will be done. So mote it be.”

      I opened my eyes and glanced towards Autumn. “See? That didn’t take too long.”

      My palms felt warm. That was always a good sign. Autumn bent down, pulling more things from my bag. “This is good. It looks like you got everything.”

      “Do you have the spell?”

      Autumn took a piece of paper from her pocket. It looked like the orange spell paper Gabe had given us, but bigger. I frowned at the spell. It didn’t look like a spell to call on the ancestors. “Is this a curse?”

      “Of course not,” Autumn said.

      “I don’t know if I’m comfortable with this spell. Maybe we should use one of mine.”

      Autumn’s head snapped up. “It has to be my spell, Liann. You promised to help me with it.”

      I bit my lip. “I know I did. But this...”

      Autumn stood up and straightened her dress. She brushed my hair out of my face. “Everything is going to be fine. Just trust me.”

      I let Autumn handle everything after that, but the more we chanted the stronger my migraine got. I squeezed Autumn’s hand as I repeated the words and she gently tugged on mine. A small reminder that I wasn’t alone. Autumn would be my safety net.

      The sky darkened and thunder rumbled overhead. The wind picked up, pulling the leaves  scattered everywhere into the air and making them swirl around us.

      “It’s working. Finally,” Autumn said in a fevered whisper. “He’s coming.”

      I felt something dripping from my nose and wiped it with the back of my hand. It came away sticky, wet with my blood.
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        * * *

      

      He stepped out of the shadows. His eyes glowed orange in the gloom like the lit end of his cigarette, which he snubbed out on the top of a gravestone, and then exhaled the smoke with a flair of his nostrils. He looked ancient one minute and younger the next. As he approached us, he appeared to be in his early forties, with hardly any gray in his raven colored hair. His sleeves were partially rolled up, but the rest of him looked humorless in his olive-green waistcoat and black slacks. Lightning flashed and his sterling silver buttons shone against the darkness.

      “You don’t seem like naïve girls so I have to ask, did you really think that was going to work?”

      He had an accent. It was slight, like maybe it had grown thin with age, but I could still hear it. Was he Irish? I turned back to Autumn to ask, but the look on her face stopped me cold. I thought she’d be happy to see her uncle again, almost alive, and more well than I had seen in a lot of living people. I’d prepared for her tears. But Autumn was glaring at the man with nothing less than pure hatred. Her fingers curled in the dead grass like she was trying to physically hold herself back from tearing him apart.

      The man’s gaze shot to me. “Is that what she told you, Liann? That I was some relation of hers?”

      It was as if he’d heard my thoughts. I took a step backward, nearly breaking the circle but I caught myself. “How do you know my name?”

      “There aren’t many who can keep things from me, whether they’re living or dead.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Once again, I was struck by that feeling. Something is coming. Nothing about this made sense. The magic here already seemed unnatural. Dark. Wrong.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said. I grabbed Autumn’s hand to take her with me, but she pulled away.

      “Don’t you say anything else to her. Father of deception. Progenitor of trickery. Jack Legend, I bind you and your tongue. I bind you to your cursed fate.”

      Pain sliced through me and I dropped to my knees. Autumn lifted the chunk of black tourmaline in her hand, but it cracked down the center and crumbled like sand.

      The man, Jack, chuckled and dusted off his waistcoat. “Curse me once, shame on me. But curse me twice? Besides, you’re not strong enough to overturn a contract from Old Scratch, not even with all of her power. I will, however, give you your due. It’s hard enough slipping through at all, but even fewer can find ways to slip out early. But it’s time to go back now. This is over.”

      “I won’t go back!” Autumn wailed. “Who are you to keep us from life? From being made flesh again?”

      Jack’s eyes flashed. “I am a keeper of souls. A guardian of the gate. And your time on this plane has long since ended.” He pointed to me. “Is this the price you want to pay for a place here? You’ve been siphoning off her for a long time. Letting her be your anchor. Is another chance at life worth the cost of hers?”

      I coughed, spitting out clumps of dirt. My hands shook as I touched my teeth and discovered more clumps growing under my tongue. There were blades of grass embedded between my molars.  “Autumn, what’s happening? I don’t understand.”

      Autumn’s eyes filled with tears. “You’re ruining everything,” she said to him.

      Jack took another step towards the circle. The grass beneath him burned and the ache was lifted from my head. “If you care for her then you have to let her go. What you’re doing is killing her. It’s the furthest thing from love.”

      Autumn watched as I fell over in the grass. My headache lifted and the pain vanished.

      Autumn helped me to my feet and wrapped her arms around me. “But I want to stay here with her.”

      “You can’t. Every second you’re here rips a gaping hole in the veil. The living and the dead aren’t meant to stay together. Such is the origin of my curse and it’s what I enforce for all eternity.”

      He walked closer and the ground shuddered. With a stomp of his foot, the line around us blackened. He had broken the circle. “I’ll give you a moment to say goodbyes. That’s as much mercy as you’ll get tonight.”

      “I still don’t understand,” I said, dazed and feeling like I’d fallen three steps behind.

      Jack Legend waved his hand. Purple bruises appeared on Autumn’s face and arms as her skin grew paler. The space under her eyes darkened until they appeared sunken into her skull.

      Autumn screamed and the sound set my teeth on edge. It was shrill and piercing, chilling me to the bone. “She didn’t need to know,” Autumn said to Jack.

      “Of course she needed to know. She has to understand what you’ve pulled her into. Now explain it.”

      Autumn pulled me to my feet. “I’m dead, Liann. I’ve been dead a long time. Waiting. For someone like you.”

      I stumbled away from her. “That’s not possible.”

      Autumn smiled, but her lower lip trembled. “It is. I did feel you that night, Liann, but not at the bonfire. I felt you before. I felt your magic. And it was enough to pull me through the rest of the way. You were the missing piece. You brought me back. It was wrong of me to tether to you, but once I met you, once I felt a part of the world again, I wanted to stay. I wanted to keep being with you, exploring this connection between us. I know you feel it too. Whatever this is, it’s special. I’m drawn to you. But I ran out of time.”

      Samhain. The thinning veil. Before I wouldn’t have believed it, but I saw Jack break the circle. I could see Autumn’s body fading. She was so pale now, melting into the shadows like someone turning the contrast down on a photograph. The silver rings on her fingers thudded to the grass below.

      “I’ve never felt anything like what I felt being around you. It’s the closest thing I’ve ever felt to love, even when I was alive. And when I go, I’ll be taking you with me. I’ll be taking everything. All the days. Every moment. And I hope you can forgive me.”

      Tears streamed down my face when I kissed her. It was just a brush of lips, a phantom of our first kiss, a fading afterimage. “I understand. I forgive you.”

      Only her face remained now. Only those dark eyes which had captured me so completely.

      “Remember me, please. You’re the only one who can. He’ll try and make you forget, but you can hold on to me. You’re strong.”

      I blinked and she was gone. I turned to Jack. “What did she mean about you making me forget?”

      Jack put his hands on my shoulders and I flinched away from him.“There’s a reason people don’t know what waits for them on the other side, Liann. It isn’t natural. And the universe likes nature. It likes balance. Not only did the two of you upset that balance, but you now have knowledge no human should. Flesh is weak and helping you forget will be a kindness.” He moved his hands up to my temples.

      I pushed him away. “Memories are all I have left of her. If you take them away it’ll be like I never met her. It’ll be like she was never here.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t. I won’t let you.”

      “I am not giving you a choice. I’m sorry, he said. But the words were hollow and cold.

      I ran from him. I ran through the dark forest, branches scratching at my ankles. I could see the cabin up ahead. The lights on inside promised safety. I could make it.

      Arms shot out and grabbed me. As his fingers touched my forehead I cringed.

      “I won’t forget. I won’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The memories didn’t leave me right away. I hunched over the table as Amir set a mug of hot chocolate in front of me. A telltale string told me they’d added a mint teabag. It was a favorite of theirs. Helena had wrapped a blanket around me. Amir crouched down next to my chair. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I didn’t answer them. They wouldn’t understand. Jack Legend hadn’t just tried to erase her from my memories, he’d gotten through the whole coven as well. And with them, he succeeded. No one could remember Autumn. No one could mourn her. But I would. I’d make sure of it.

      But she was fading, slowly, in bits and pieces. We were leaving and I needed a way to hold on after we left this place. After I couldn’t look in certain rooms and remember her smell, her laughter, her tears.

      Silver rings jingled in the pocket of my leather jacket. I touched them absentmindedly as I continued writing in my book of shadows. I’d included the spell, but it needed something before it. Something to stop me.

      Loving her was its own kind of curse. And love at first sight? It’s a different kind of magick.
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        The End
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        This is the end of All Hallow’s Hex. I hope you enjoyed it. Please consider leaving a review.
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Fae Born Academy Prequel

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some people die to go to Hell, but I’m already living in it… 

      

      

      Plagued by an unknown illness, my mother and I have become shadows of who we once were. She used to be a proud and powerful witch and I was a bright-eyed young girl, excited to face the world. But that was before my mother married Lucien.

      My stepfather is ice cold and filled with darkness and we haven’t been right since he entered the picture. Could he be responsible for our mysterious illness? All this time, I thought I had no magic but could I somehow be the key to setting things right again?

      Elements Unleashed is a story that follows a young woman as she takes her power back—literally.
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Living in Hell

        

      

    

    
      I hit the light switch with my elbow automatically, pitching the living room into darkness as I walked back into it, a bowl of tomato soup and plain toast balanced on a tray in my hands.

      From the couch, my mother made a soft sound of appreciation.

      "You read my mind. That light was killing me," she groaned.

      "I know mom," I said. "Migraines are the worst."

      I set the tray on the coffee table next to her. When she lifted her arm and peaked at the simple meal, I'd made her, I could pretty much see her stomach turning.

      "You have to eat," I insisted.

      Instead of arguing, she rolled over, turning her back toward me. A moment later, she let out a muffled sigh.

      "I'll eat in a minute," she lied.

      I watched her laying there for a long moment, an ache pulling at my chest. I was used to this game. I was used to trying to help her on the days I could, trying to force her to keep going. She had to, because the truth of the matter was that I wouldn't be able to. Not on my own. I needed my mother to take care of me on my bad days but more than that, I needed her with me. Even if she was a shell of the person she had once been.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      "Okay, mom."

      I didn't know if she heard me.

      Either way, it was nearly four o’clock, so I quietly crept up the large, sweeping stairs of the home that had been in our family for over two hundred years.

      I didn’t spare a glance at the old paintings on the walls of family members long gone, or the door that loomed at the end of the hall—the library that I was no longer allowed to enter.

      Lucien would be home soon. He didn’t like me in the way, and I didn't like to be in the way. So, I quickly locked myself in my bedroom.

      My stepfather was everything I'd wished he wouldn't be when my mom first met him.

      I was only nine when she remarried. Once upon a time, my mother had been vibrant, vivacious, so outgoing that she had friends everywhere. Being her child had been like being under the light of the sun. Her and my dad had run the occult shop downtown and for those who knew she really was a witch, she would give them the real deals—true readings, blessed gemstones, personalized sigils. Dad would do the paperwork while she had all the fun. That’s what he used to say.

      "That was a long time ago," I reminded myself out loud, shaking the thought away.

      Now, fifteen years later, I'd already accepted that this hell was my life.

      I laid down in bed, stared blankly up at the ceiling and waited.

      When the front door opened nearly a half hour later, the house was so silent that I could hear it. As usual, he shut it too hard, making disgruntled noises as he pulled off his boots.

      A moment later, the sound of voices carried up to me. The quiet murmur of mom's, the sharp tone of Lucien's as he spat his words.

      I didn't need to guess what he was saying. I'd heard it all before. Why are you laying here? What did you do all day? How can you be such a waste of space?

      His voice rose as his irritation escalated and then it was time for my reappearance.

      "Farah!" he bellowed.

      His voice echoed up the staircase.

      He didn’t bother calling twice. He knew I would come as quickly as possible. I moved calmly, but my heart was racing by the time I reached the bottom of the stairs.

      Lucien Black stood in the threshold of the living room. The lights had all been turned back on, illuminating his long, thin frame from behind. Fury was written across his thin face as he looked at me.

      "Do you not see the state of your mother?" he demanded with calm fury. " Go take care of her, you useless, drain."

      I nodded and went to my mother's side while he passed into the kitchen.

      Mom was sitting up now, her face pale from the harsh lights and the shouting.

      True fear struck me as I looked at her. She looked even more ill than I could remember seeing her. Her skin had an unnatural tinge of green, her once lustrous chocolate brown hair was a dusty, dead colour. Her eyes were dull.

      "Mom," I whispered, crouching down to her level. "Are you okay?"

      After a long moment, she shook her head.

      Tears sprang to my eyes.

      Instantly, my hands were trembling so hard I wouldn't touch her for fear of rattling her.

      "I'm calling an ambulance," I said.

      I jumped to my feet, swivelled toward the kitchen where the landline—the only phone we were allowed in the house—was hanging on the wall.

      I stumbled to a stop, finding Lucien watching us both with a thoughtful look in his sharp gaze.

      "She is looking quite ill," he said, tilting his head, like a bird watching their prey. "That's not good."

      I frowned, watching Lucien in shock as genuine anger suddenly bubbled inside me.

      "Not good," I repeated in a low, trembling voice. "Of course, it's not good. I've been saying something's wrong for a long time. She needs help. We both do."

      He slowly raised a brow at my outburst, irritation clear in his gaze. I couldn't believe he hadn't already punished me.

      Normally, one wrong sound from me and he would send me crashing into the wall with a single glance. I swallowed.

      "I'm s—sorry," I stuttered.

      His expression didn't shift.

      "No need," he said, coldly. "You're right. Your mother isn't doing too well, is she? Maybe it's time for her to go to a doctor. Unless she suddenly starts feeling better, of course."

      For a moment I didn't know what to do.

      I glanced back at mom. She was exactly as I'd left her, stooped upright on the couch, lips parted, eyes blank. I could see her breathing, otherwise, I'd be sure she was already dead.

      I turned back to Lucien, trepidation filling me as I opened my mouth to speak again. I was already playing with fire, but I just couldn't leave her like this.

      "Please," I started, carefully. "May I call an ambulance?"

      I knew he would say no. He always said no to unnecessary medical bills. I knew it and I didn't know what would happen. I couldn't leave her like that.

      Lucien stepped out of my way, gesturing toward the kitchen, generously.

      "By all means," he said, lightly.

      Shocked, I stood stunned for a moment and then suddenly rushed forward, eager to get to the phone before he changed his mind.

      I made it into the kitchen, my hand even touched the smooth back of the phone before the pain started.

      It was a sharp stab, straight through the brain, stronger than anything I'd ever felt.

      I dropped like a sack of potatoes. Hit the hard marble tiles as the phone clattered to the floor next to me.

      Slowly, the pain receded, and the world slowly came back into focus.

      I was lying on the floor, the cool tiles offering some relief from the pain. Next to me, the dial tone was an unrelenting, uncomfortable sound, reverberating in my eardrums.

      When I could finally open my eyes against the sharp lights nearly blinding me, Lucien stepped over me, looking down on me.

      “Oh dear,” he said in a low, easy, voice. “Are you feeling unwell too?”

      Looking up at his ominous silhouette, his dangerous, shadowy figure… For the first time, I finally realized it was him.

      The illness—my mother and I, taking turns suffering for days at a time, crippled by pain, unable to live normal lives…

      He was doing this to both of us. The only question was, why?
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Waking Up

        

      

    

    
      I made it into bed that night and passed in and out of consciousness. Sometimes, my own pained mewling sounds woke me, other times it was the overwhelming pounding of my head. The blankets felt like they were bruising my skin, yet the air felt frigid and the rattling of my bones too hard to bear.

      When morning light began to filter through the window, I nearly started to cry from the pain. My eyes were too sensitive. The pain too intense. I couldn’t take it.

      That was when my mom arrived, with her hair pulled back in a bun and a worried look on her face.

      I was so relieved to see her, looking pale and worn, but a million times better than she’d been the night before.

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered, and then bent over me and placed a warm kiss to my forehead, followed by a cool compress.

      It took four days for me to get back to normal—normal enough to think, anyway. After days spent in bed, vomiting, sweating, shaking, and with a migraine more intense than anything I’d ever felt, I was left with the equivalent of a hangover. I was aching all over, groggy and exhausted—but I could think.

      When Lucien had first moved in with us, mom still worked in her shop. She went in every morning after dropping me off at school. It wasn't long after that that she started to get bad headaches.

      I forced myself out of bed, wincing at the familiar ache in my body. I felt worn out, hungover, drained, as though I'd run a marathon. Not that I ever had. I didn't have the health for that. No, shortly after mom got sick, I started to get sick too.

      After losing my dad, watching my mom remarry and then our bodies be taken over by illness... it had felt like a curse.

      Dad is mad at us.

      The old familiar thought struck me hard, guilt twisted in me now for a different reason. I used to think he was mad at us for moving on. I hated Lucien before I even had a reason to.

      Now, I felt guilty for blaming my father, for tarnishing the memory of the happy man who had loved us so dearly when it suddenly seemed so clear that there was another culprit.

      I glanced at myself in the mirror as I entered the washroom, taking in the long, frizzy brown hair, dull, tired eyes and grey skin.

      I didn't look much better—or younger—than my mother had the other night and suddenly, I knew; I didn't have much time left.

      A strange sense of calm came over me. An inexplicable peace that washed through my body.

      For years, I'd been a prisoner to my illness, to my mom's illness. I was literally unable to move away, or care for myself. I was unable to even keep a job without missing so many days that I got fired. My mother meanwhile had surrendered the shop to Lucien. She was just as trapped as I was.

      He was the healthy one, the one who supported us and resented us for it. He was the one who refused to spend money on our medical tests. He was the one who kept us sick but more than that.

      He was the one who was making us sick.

      I knew it now. I knew it so deeply in my bones that there was no denying it.

      And knowing... it was relieving. That there was a reason for my illness, a reason my life was like this...

      I turned on the shower, stepped under the hot spray of water, soothing my body and suddenly, I broke down. Tears poured from my eyes; sobs raked from my throat. My chest ached from the pressure, my knees gave out and I was on the bottom of the tub, crying like a baby.

      "Why? Why?"

      The word ripped over and over through my lips, as though Lucien was there, as though he was reasonable enough to give me an answer.

      But the answers, oh god, the answers, they were all so obvious.

      My mom was successful. She had a house. She had a business. He took over both. And now, now she was dying. He would get everything as soon as we were gone.

      I gasped, as the reality of it all hit me and the tears finally ran their course, mingling with the spray as it poured down the drain.

      Two issues glared at me as I gathered myself.

      My mom was a powerful witch. She'd done blessings, countless spells to heal and protect us from our illness. In the end, she'd been sure it wasn't magical. In the end, she'd given up looking for a magical cure. How had he hidden his part in this? How could he hide it from her for so long?

      Me, on the other hand, I was nothing to worry about. As a child, we'd briefly been sure I had powers, but in the end, nothing had manifested. I wasn't a witch. I was weak.

      If Lucien really was responsible, why did he keep my mother alive? Why had he switched the illness over to me the other day? As though he was giving her a break… What game was he playing?

      I climbed from the tub and took the time to dry and brush my long hair. It was nearly long enough to sit on, and I hadn't taken care of it in days. The long locks were a matted mess but carefully freeing the knots and braiding it made me feel a little bit more like myself again.

      A smile touched my lips at that thought. My whole world felt like it had been flipped upside down. I didn't really know who I was anymore. My whole life felt like a shamble.

      I got dressed just as slowly, aware I was prolonging the inevitable. Once I left my room, I would have to face what was happening and quite frankly, I had no idea how.

      Lucien was the strongest warlock I'd ever even heard of. He did magic without spells. He just needed to look at you and a curse could be placed.

      Last year, I’d seen a man bump into him and keep walking without so much as a glance over. Lucien had calmly dusted his shoulder and looked back at the man. When he’d fallen to the ground, Lucien had smiled, and mother dragged me away.

      A shiver ran the length of my back, but I took a deep breath and opened the door.

      The hallway was dim. The lights were off and only the light from the overcast day filtered through the dusty windows.

      A feeling of dread settled over me at the stillness in the house.

      "Mom?"

      My quiet voice rang out through the rooms. For a beat, there was nothing and I was sure when I turned the corner, I would find her on the couch, ill again, maybe even dead.

      My heart clenched.

      “In here, love,” she called.

      The sound of shifting from the kitchen and my mom's voice barely eased the pain. It was only a matter of time, I realized, before my nightmare was a reality.

      When I entered the kitchen, I was surprised to see her sitting at the table, reading the paper.

      She was neat and showered, sitting upright and she smiled at me warmly when I walked in.

      "Good morning," she said. "It's so good to see you up and about. Do you want some breakfast?"

      I shook my head, mutely, soaking in the sight of her.

      She was such a beautiful woman, really, if she wasn't so tired all the time. She had a spark in her eyes that I'd always admired, a mischievous smile. lovely high cheekbones and full lips. People often said we looked like sisters and I took it as a compliment because there was no one on this earth that I would rather be compared to.

      Tears sprang to my eyes unbidden and my mother jumped up, was at my side at once, holding onto my arms.

      "Come on," she said, leading me to a chair. "Have a seat."

      She turned and poured me a glass of water grumbling as she did, her tone worried.

      "You shouldn't have gotten out of bed! I thought you were feeling better when I heard the shower start. Here."

      She handed me the glass and waited. Even though I wasn't thirsty, I took a sip to appease her.

      "Where does it hurt, today?" she asked pressing a hand to my forehead.

      "I'm fine, mom," I said, pushing her hand away and wiping the tears on the back of my sleeve. "Really."

      Somehow, that made her look even more worried.

      "What is it?" she asked, carefully.

      I could tell she already knew. We'd both said it before, but it hurt to repeat it when nothing could be done... except that now, maybe something could be.

      "I can't live like this," I choked. "You can’t. We have to do something."

      I saw the way her expression shuttered closed, a smooth transition from so much practice.

      "Farah," she started firmly, "there's nothing we can do. You know that."

      I opened my mouth, ready to argue, but the look in her eyes stopped me. She was tired. Of course. I didn't blame her. There was no joy left for us. Not in this life. Not the way it had been all these years.

      "Maybe we can go for a walk," I suggested.

      She blinked at the sudden change in topic, a frown touching her brows.

      "We haven’t both felt okay at the same time in..."

      I trailed off, unable to remember.

      Her lips pursed softly, and she glanced around, looking worried, almost as though Lucien was about to appear, watching us intently from the corner.

      Despite myself, I followed her gaze, surprised to realize that was a real fear for me too. and even more surprised to realize I was conditioned to only do things that he would agree with.

      "He... he doesn't like it when we go out, does he?" I asked, quietly.

      Instead of answering, mom pursed her lips and pushed to her feet.

      "It's just a walk," she said, firmly. "Let's go."
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A Harsh Wind

        

      

    

    
      The autumn wind whipped against us, moving freshly fallen leaves around our feet.

      Despite the afternoon sun, Mom pulled her jacket closer around her shoulders, clearly unused to the chill of fresh air.

      I was much the same, chilly and not used to the feeling of the wind stroking my face, but it was invigorating somehow and the sight of my mom's cheeks growing rosy, so full of life, nearly made me giddy.

      "Why are you smiling?" she asked, her tone, curious.

      "Because, you look like you're ready to get up and go to work. Or, even better, to rake the leaves for scarecrows, and spend the rest of the day carving jack o’lanterns with me."

      A smile pulled at her lips and she shook her head.

      "We used to have a lot of fun this time of year, didn't we?"

      The smile faded from both of our lips.

      How long had it been since we'd done anything fun at all? It was a sad thing to admit, but this walk was the first thing in a long time that we were doing together.

      It all seemed so stupidly obvious now. Surely, it had crossed her mind that Lucien was the reason for all of this...

      "Mom..."

      She glanced at me, waiting, but my thoughts tangled around each other as I struggled to think of what to say.

      "The other night," I finally started, "I was perfectly fine and you—you were not."

      "I'm feeling so much better now," she reassured. "It was a bad moment but I'm glad it's passed."

      I reached out, squeezed her hand firmly as I remembered the look in her eyes.

      "It wasn't just a bad moment? Mom, you—" I swallowed and tried again. "You were dying."

      She frowned.

      "I... No, I wasn't. I—I was just tired. I had a bad headache."

      I shook my head, furiously.

      "No, mom, I saw you. You were barely there. I wanted to call an ambulance. Lucien even agreed."

      She was frowning, now.

      "What? ...no. That can't be right."

      She wasn't looking at me. Her gaze was far away but there was something in it that told me she knew the truth.

      "It's Lucien," I said. The strength in my voice shocked even me. There was no hesitation. No arguing.

      Mom's entire body stiffened and she stopped dead in her tracks, fear streaking across her features.

      As though sensing our discussion, the breeze picked up, whipping strands free from my braid.

      "You already know, don't you?" I asked, a strange feeling of betrayal descending on me.

      "Why?" I demanded. "Why haven’t you done anything? Why didn’t you tell me? We have to do something. We have to get away!"

      My voice rose with urgency, energy building in me as the truth came out. She lifted her hands up, trying to calm me.

      "Farah, please. Listen to me—"

      “It’s not too late. We’re both okay. Right now. We can get away.”

      I was filled with so much buzzing energy, I wanted to run. Where I would go didn't matter. I would keep going and going until I was too far away for Lucien to ever reach me again.

      I grabbed her by the hand, ready to pull her away—where though? The train station? Before I could decide, she yanked her hand free, her eyes wide, like she was watching a wild animal and I realized I was breathing hard, my body was shaking from a surge of adrenaline.

      "It's not Lucien," she hissed. "Farah, get it together. This isn't about him."

      Shocked, I stared at her. When she turned back in the direction of our house, for a moment it truly felt like the world was closing in around me.

      She paused and whipped back around to face me, pressing a hand to her chest as though I'd really upset her.

      "I know you two have never gotten along," she said, her voice trembling. "But to suggest that he did this to us... that he's keeping us sick..."

      She swallowed, blinking furiously.

      "Why would he even do that?" she asked, looking hurt that I'd even suggest it, but I couldn't back down, not now that it was out in the open.

      "When I fell the other night," I started and then suddenly I didn't know what to say. He gave me a look. That was all. And the timing of it... how could I explain how sure I was with nothing but that?

      "Please," I finally said. "You have to believe me."

      For a moment, it looked like she might, just to appease me.

      "Aurora!"

      The familiar, voice drew both of our gazes to the house next to us, where a soft figured woman with salt and pepper hair, pulled into a loose bun atop her head, strode toward us from the front step of her house.

      "Oh, my goodness, Aurora, it's been so long!"

      She glanced at me and pressed her palm to her chest with a gasp.

      "Farah, is that really you? It's been so long, I barely recognized you. You're a woman now."

      My brain finally caught up to me and I shook my head in wonder, suddenly remembering my neighbour.

      We'd been friendly with her. She used to bring mom coffees to her shop and get regular crystal ball readings. She'd invited us to her solstice parties every year and we'd often gone.

      "Mariah," I breathed. "It’s so good to see you."

      She beamed at me and then turned her gaze to my mother.

      "Lucien says you've been unwell," she said, frowning. "It's nothing serious, I hope. I knocked your door a few times, but no one answered."

      Odd. I didn't think anyone ever tried to pay us a visit.

      "Oh..."

      For a moment, mom seemed dumb founded, unsure what to say.

      "You still go to the shop..."

      A wistful look fell over her face for a moment and then she shook her head as though a fly was bothering her and straightened.

      "Thank you," she said, briskly. “Your business means a lot.”

      "Of course," Mariah said, surprised. "I still want to support you and your family, not to mention that you still make the best sage and lavender bundles."

      She approached the thin fence separating us and rested her arms on the metal, just looking us over for a moment.

      I could see the concern in her eyes and shifted uncomfortably.

      "Is everything okay?" she asked. She glanced around the quiet street and then lowered her voice and went on. "I've been worried about you. To be honest, a few of the coven have been."

      The coven. There was a big one in town. I knew that much. Both of my parents had been in one before but never joined a new one when we moved to town, into the family home that my great aunt had left us. Mom always said we were our own coven. Me her and dad. But dad was dead, and I had no magic. You couldn't exactly have a coven for one.

      The fact that some of the other witches had noticed that something was wrong made my stomach twist.

      "I'm afraid we're in a rush," Mom suddenly said.

      Shocked, I let her take me by the arm and drag me away, back toward the house.

      "Mom!"

      I stuck my feet down, using my weight to fight her.

      When she turned to look at me, she was beyond exasperated. Normally so calm and loving, the strain in the lines on her face, the tension in her shoulders, made her look like a different type of person entirely.

      "Everything is fine, Farah!" she insisted. "Stop being so paranoid."

      "Paranoid?" I demanded. "Mom, even the neighbours have noticed it! Something is wrong here and it’s not us. I know it's not."

      She grit her teeth, leaning toward me.

      "Lucien has nothing to do with our illness," she hissed. "It's genetics and bad luck. Constant migraines suck but there's nothing we can do about it."

      "Mom—"

      "No, I'm done."

      I couldn't believe my ears.

      "Are you serious?" I asked, slowly. "You told me you looked into the magic side of all this. Are you telling me it never once crossed your mind to look into Lucien too? To see if he was involved in any way?"

      "He's not," she insisted, looking like the conversation was making her ill.

      "But how do you know?"

      She looked at me then, her gaze going distant once more, wistful like before but unnaturally so, like someone alien had overtaken her features.

      A shiver ran through me before she even opened her mouth.

      "He wouldn't hurt me, he loves me," she said, sweetly. "And I love him.”

      Before I could respond, her body sagged. She would have hit the sidewalk if I didn’t catch her.

      I helped her stand still for a moment, but she was gasping and clutching her head before she even made it upright and I knew what that meant.

      “I don’t feel so good,” she groaned. “Get me home.”

      Luckily, we’d only made it a few blocks away, but the wind had picked up again, turbulent, just like my mood and it was a struggle to get back while trying to hold her straight.

      My mind raced, fear building with every step we took toward home, and the wind built with my fear, buffeting against us from all sides until finally, we sealed the door behind us, and it howled and howled through the cracks in the walls, rattling the windows.

      “What is happening?” Mom gasped.

      I listened to the wind, feeling more trapped in this place I called home than I had outside, even with a storm brewing.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would think it was happening because of me.
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The Forbidden Library

        

      

    

    
      My mom was a wreck, vomiting so strongly into the toilet that the blood vessels around her eyes had already broken, leaving her looking as tired and ill as she was probably feeling.

      I helped her tie her hair away from her face and then stroked her back until she was done.

      When she finally collapsed on the couch, ready to sleep through the worst of it, I remembered the last time.

      Lucien had been so disgusted to find her useless on the living room couch. But he would be angrier to see her in bed, sleeping the day away while he worked. The injustice of it made my stomach hurt.

      When I glanced at the ticking grandfather clock, it showed half-passed-three. Less than an hour until he was home.

      My lip curled in distaste at the thought of facing him.

      Normally, I would surpress the angry feelings I had toward the warlock, but this time, when they came, I accepted them. I allowed them to course through me, to fill me until I felt like I might burst.

      He'd done something to my mother, all these years. I was sure. He’d done something to make her stay with him. Maybe to make her be with him from the start. Usually, when I thought of how fast mother remarried, tears came to my eyes. Now, fury bubbled under my skin. I wanted to make him pay for what he had done. But how? I wasn't able to fight him; I never would be. Mother though... at her full strength, she might be strong enough.

      My gaze fixed on her small form. It was hard to believe that she had once been a powerful witch. We came from a long line of them and she had been so proud of her heritage. I had too, even when I'd grown to be a dud.

      Sure, I would have loved to have magic, it was disappointing to be missing a trait that everyone in my family had, but that was just how it was.

      I'd accepted it a long time ago.

      I couldn't do magic, no, but my mother could.

      If only I could find a way to free her.

      I looked toward the stairs.

      The library.

      I barely hesitated, but it still felt like I was doing something wrong as I crept quietly up the stairs, trying not to wake my mom.

      It was silly, really. She wouldn't care if I went upstairs. She would assume I was going to my room. I'd never once broken my promise to stay out of the library. I'd never seen a reason to. Until now, I had been sure that my mother was on the case of our illnesses and there was nothing I could do to help.

      Still, there was a sense of importance in the air as I crept to the end of the long hallway to the incongruous, library door, where it loomed, dark, carved wood, worn with age.

      A large lock was in plain sight above the doorknob. A spell could probably open it, but being magicless, all I could do was turn around and go into my mother and stepfather's room.

      The second the door was quietly sealed behind me, I hurried to the bedside table, searching one and then the other. The key was surprisingly easy to find, buried under a book on transformations. Clearly, no one expected me to disobey.

      I hurried quietly back to the library, avoiding the many spots on the floor that creaked as I went—not that they could be heard over the whistling of the wind. The key slid easily into the lock and the door swung open in a wide, sweeping motion, exposing the large room.

      It was dusty from disuse, the smell of mildew tinting the air. On large, ornate, wooden shelves that reached from floor to ceiling, books were stacked. In some places in an orderly fashion, and in others, they were stacked in a haphazard mess.

      For a moment I stood there, the door open behind me, looking up and down the shelves, unsure where to start.

      What kind of book would hold the information I needed? Where would it be in the endless stacks and shelves?

      Slowly, I began to walk the room, gaze raking the various dusty tombs. Many of them didn't even have titles, just worn, weathered spines.

      As I surveyed the room, the wind continued to blow, rattling the small glass window so hard I was sure it was going to break.

      The house had been in the family for so long. The idea of it falling apart now... it was like the end was near.

      Physically shaking the thought away, I stopped in the middle of the room, took a slow, deep breath and allowed my eyes to fall shut.

      It went against all of my instincts to let down my guard right in that moment, but it felt like the right thing to do.

      As a child, whenever I lost something, mom would tell me to close my eyes, allow myself to become still, clear all of my thoughts and just breathe. Not only did it make everything better, but when I opened my eyes again and mom would inevitably ask where is your pencil case, or whatever it happened to be that day, I always knew. Just like that. Back then it had seemed like magic. Like I was psychic or something.

      It was beyond silly to try that little trick now. This was different. I hadn’t lost anything, I wasn't psychic, and I didn't have the time to waste. Lucien would be here soon...

      Still, I pushed all those thoughts away until, for a moment, there was nothing.

      When I opened my eyes again, I was staring directly at a large green book.

      It was wedged into one of the shelves, on top of the other books that were lined up properly. It didn't have a title and it was coated in dust; the fabric frayed around the edges.

      A strange feeling came over me, a chill that ran deep inside.

      I almost expected something to happen when I touched it, but nothing did. Carefully, I pulled it free, aware of its fragility.

      The book appeared to be ancient, its pages were fully brown and when I opened it, I was surprised to see that it was handwritten in a perfect, ornate scrawl that took a moment to decipher.

      Carefully, I flipped the brittle pages.

      "Come on," I muttered. I searched frantically for something to jump out at me. Something about a love spell, potion, anything that would help me free my mother or at least give me some idea of what he was doing to her.

      The clock rang from the foot of the stairs and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      Four o'clock. Lucien would be here any minute now. I had to lock up, get the key back and get into my bedroom, where he expected me to be.

      I took a step toward the shelf, ready to shove the book back where it belonged but then, something did catch my eye as I was closing it.

      I flipped back to where those words glared up at me. All the air left me, my ears started to ring, my hands to tremble as I found it.

      In large, ornate letters, Power Pulling was scrawled across the top of a page, followed by a short poem.

      

      
        
        If a warlock ever seeks

        To make another warlock weak

        They may use a dark technique

        To take their charges energy

      

      

      

      
        
        If you do so, be aware

        That black magic is never fair

        And your victim will despair

        Because you take such liberty

      

      

      

      
        
        Tread with caution. Also know

        That although your powers grow

        You will also take the blow

        And live in eternal misery

      

      

      

      A tear smacked the worn page and for a moment I was so lost in the words that I didn't realize it was from me. Shocked, I wiped my wet cheeks, swallowing back the pain that took over me.

      The meaning was clear enough. That a warlock could indeed take another’s energy—their magic too, it seemed like, and it didn’t seem like there were any repercussions at all. His powers would grow and he would… live in misery? Yeah right.

      Seeing it there, the truth of our situation—that we were weak enough to be taken advantage of for years... It hurt.

      We didn't have to live like this. We would have been fine, just the two of us. Of course, we would have suffered anyway without dad, but not like this. We had each other to lean on. We were supposed to be stronger together.

      And… Lucien was draining me too... so I had to have some powers after all, he'd just never let me use them. He’d taken them all.

      A strangled laugh left me, and I shook my head. Once again, I was blindsided. This man had destroyed my life, and why? For power?

      "What do we have here?"

      The cold voice, speaking behind me chilled me to the core. I gasped, swivelling around. Lucien stood in the open doorway, the tall intimidating figure he always was, but there was a glint in his eyes that I had never seen there before of open hostility, pure and manic.

      He glanced around the room, almost thoughtfully.

      “I thought I might find you in here,” he said, tutting softly, dangerously, before turning his gaze back to me. “You know you’re not allowed in the library.”

      I stared up at Lucien.

      What I thought I felt for the man—what I thought was hatred—paled in comparison to the feelings whirling in me now.

      I despised him. I hated him with everything in me.

      Now I knew what he was doing, I couldn’t pretend anymore.

      And he knew it too, because the way he was watching me was different. No longer was I the scared little girl he could crush under his shoe. Now I was the woman who knew his ways but was still powerless to stop him. And he loved it.

      “How are you convincing my mom that you aren’t draining our powers?” I demanded. I could hardly believe the words that came out of my mouth. So direct. So brazen. I’d never spoken to him like this before.

      He didn’t so much as twitch. I pressed on, unable to stop, now that I’d started.

      “Is it a love potion?” I demanded. “Or a spell? How are you controlling her? Tell me!”

      Slowly, he arched a brow.

      To my shock, a smile tilted his lip.

      “Figured it all out, have you?” he asked, quietly. His smile grew. “I must admit, I thought you would catch on a lot sooner.”

      Suddenly, the window, still rattling loudly behind me, shattered with a crash, spraying the floor with glass.

      I screamed, hands flying up to shield me and Lucien threw his head back and laughed.

      "You, child," he said, shaking his head and brushing a tear from his eyes. "Have truly been, quite the catch."

      I stepped back, felt the wind buffeting against me, filling me with energy. I would fight him if I had to. Even though he would kill me. I would die trying.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked, finally voicing the question that had been plaguing me. “And what do you mean, I’m a catch?”

      “Wow. I’m disappointed Farah,” he said, tone mocking. “And here I thought you figured everything out.”

      “I—I have,” I insisted, and then every fleeting thought I’d had suddenly magnified in my mind and clicked together. Everything was suddenly so clear.

      “You manipulated my mom… Tricked her with magic so that she let you in—”

      “Much easier than I anticipated. After all, at the time she was known to be a powerful witch.”

      He quoted the air with his long skeletal fingers and abruptly, I laughed.

      “Of course, you would have had to use magic. No one would anyone actually want you.”

      His gaze hardened and I knew the game was over a moment before my feet were swept out from under me.

      I hit the hardwood flat on my back and groaned even though I didn’t want to give him that. I didn’t want him to have the satisfaction of knowing that he hurt me.

      Struggling to hide the ache in my ribs, I pushed to my feet and faced him again.

      “You tricked her and then you moved in. You’ve kept her close so that you could keep draining her. You’re only strong because you’re using her magic.”

      Lucien shook his head darkly.

      “You forgot the best part,” he informed me.

      My mind raced, all the little clues and realizations I’d had running through me in a jumble.

      “When I found Aurora to be less potent than I wanted…” he prompted.

      And just like that, everything became clear.

      “You found me…” I continued. “And I was even stronger—”

      “The strongest,” he hissed, taking a step toward me, into the library.

      I backed up instinctively, but the wind pushed me forward.

      “Only the purest of witches, whose bloodline has been uninterrupted for generations possess the type of magic that you, Farah, possess.”

      He grinned.

      “And you my dear, are all I need.”

      “For what?” I breathed.

      “For power,” Lucien said, softly. “For strength. For longevity.”

      His smile turned almost warm for the first time since he’d torn into my life all those years ago.

      “You alone, will keep me going, for a very long time.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      I couldn’t let him get away with this. I wouldn’t.

      Lucien was only strong because I was strong. It was my strength that coursed through his veins. It was my magic that controlled me and my mother.

      I was the powerful one here.

      Lucien was nothing but a leech.

      Power filled me. Energy so electric that I was suddenly sure lightening was about to burst through my veins.

      "This ends now," I said.

      Lucien grinned.

      "Oh no, child. I'm going to keep you as long as possible."

      "No." This time, my voice was calm. Sure. "It's over."

      I didn't know what exactly I planned to do. Somehow, it didn't matter. I wanted Lucien gone. I wanted my life back. I wanted my mom back.

      My hands swung out in front of me and the wind whipping wildly through the room, followed my direction, shooting toward him. A smile lit Lucien's lips and too late, I saw the figure, creeping up the hall behind him. Mother, looking confused, her gaze fixed on me.

      My eyes widened, heart stopped, but the wind was already whipping through my fingertips.

      It flew toward Lucien and he flew back, through the library door and crashed into mother. Together, they cascaded down the stairs.

      I screamed as the wind howled, louder and louder and ran after them.

      "No!”

      The railing was splintered, the dust already settling as I reached the bottom.

      “Mom!” I cried.

      She was lying in a heap on the floor, splintered wood all around her, blood beneath her. She was still. So still.

      “Mom,” I whispered, slowly lowering next to her.

      At her other side, Lucien slowly rose to his long height, dusting his black suit as though he was completely unaffected.

      Slowly, I looked up at him.

      “Over and over, you make your stepfather proud,” he said. “After all, I would have had to do the dirty deed myself, but you decided to help me by finishing your mother off for me just as she’d become too used up to be any good.”

      He didn’t so much as spare my mother’s prone form a glance.

      “And on top of that. You’re finally growing into your own powers. How generous of you to offer more for me to drain.”

      I was numb. Nothing made sense for a moment, except that mother was gone and Lucien was alive, and he would never stop.

      Never, ever, until every last drop had been taken from me and I was nothing but a corpse.

      Suddenly, I was moving.

      I nearly made it to the door and then a power gripped me, Lucien’s cold intent wrapped like a vice around my ankles, dragging me.

      I hit the floor again and panic overtook me.

      With a shout I lashed against the invisible force, sending wind buffeting through the room. All of the windows shattered with a deafening crash and then suddenly, Lucien flew back, hitting the wall—just like he’d done to me countless times before, but this time, the wall cracked, the whole house shook, and I was free.

      Without thinking, I was through the front door, running as the wind whipped me. It was so strong that it knocked me down twice as I went, wild and unpredictable, just like me.

      I was doing it. I was controlling it. I knew that now, but I couldn’t stop it.

      All I could do was run.
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The Kindness of Neighbors

        

      

    

    
      My fist banged on the peeling paint of Mariah’s front door.

      When there was no immediate response, I just kept going, fist hitting the hard wood over and over.

      Finally, the door swung open, revealing Mariah with a scowl on her face, ready to tell off whoever was on her porch causing such a scene. The moment she saw me though, with tears streaked down my face, her expression changed.

      “Farah!” she exclaimed in surprise, ushering me inside. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “I didn’t know where else to go,” I sobbed. The truth was, there was nowhere else I could go. This shaky acquaintance was the only one I had.

      “Come in, come in.”

      She led me into the kitchen and sat me at the small table. I was too upset to fight her. Mariah crouched in front of me, her hands gripping my shoulders strongly.

      "What happened?" she asked again.

      Gulping, all I managed was, "mom."

      Understanding flashed across her face.

      "What did he do to her?"

      Surprised, I shook my head.

      "N-no, it was me. I was mad and—"

      And the wind flowed through my fingers.

      By my own magic, I sent Lucien flying down the stairs, mom with him. How did I explain that?

      Mariah was a witch. Part of the local coven that my mom had once been a part of but I had never heard of anyone doing this before. Using the wind of all things. An entire element. And me... I had never had any magic.

      "Farah."

      I blinked, realizing that I had stopped crying. Instead, shock overwhelmed me. How had this happened? It didn't make any sense. Was I losing my mind? If I went back home now, would everything be as it was before?

      "It doesn't make any sense," I finally whispered.

      "Darling, please explain. What happened?"

      The worried plea brought me slightly back to the moment. Enough so that I could say it.

      "Lucien came home. I threw him down the stairs using the wind. He took mom down with him."

      Her eyes widened but she didn't interrupt.

      "There was a lot of blood," I whispered.

      Suddenly, she was on her feet, cell phone out.

      I listened, stunned, as she called 911. Everything became real again.

      All I’d ever wanted was our freedom. Maybe more for my mother than for myself. She had lost so much. My dad, her health, her mind…

      All because of him.

      And now, she’d lost her life because of me.

      I crumpled.

      My face fell into my hands as I began to cry again.

      Mariah, at a loss for what to do, moved around the kitchen, putting on the kettle for tea.

      “They had already been dispatched to your house,” she informed me gently. “Your mother may be okay.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat at her hopeful words. She hadn’t seen the way they fell or how still mom had been afterwards.

      “How do you know?” I asked, anyway. “Did they say she was okay?”

      Mariah bit her lip.

      “No, that’s not what the operator said, just that an ambulance was already on the way and your father said that she was stable at the time.”

      “Lucien is not my father,” I corrected, even as my head reeled. She was alive! But… why had he called her an ambulance? He would never bother with something like that before. He didn’t care if we suffered. He wanted us weak.

      …unless he needed her alive now more than ever. Now that I had gotten away…

      The kettle whistled, breaking my train of thought.

      Mariah poured tea into an ornate ceramic pot and when it had steeped, she set a cup in front of me and one at her spot at the table filling each in turn.

      “Drink,” she instructed.

      I did as she said.

      Surprisingly, the first sip calmed my nerves at once.

      I glanced up at her, suspicious.

      “What is this?” I asked, sure I was ingesting an unknown potion.

      She smiled.

      “Just chamomile and vetiver.”

      Suddenly sirens sang through the night. Lights flashed through the curtains, illuminating the kitchen in red.

      The ambulance.

      I stood at once, going to the window and pushing the fabric aside to see. The flashing lights brightened the sky. It hit the houses down the street, illuminating the neighborhood in red and blue but the ambulance itself was just out of sight.

      They were in front of my house right now, carrying my mother’s body out. Instinctively, I wanted to be there. Surely, in public Lucien wouldn’t make a scene. He wouldn’t attack me if I went home now, would he?

      “I should be there.”

      “But you aren’t,” Mariah said. “Which says it all.”

      I glanced back at her, curious what she could mean.

      At my look, she sighed and gave me a small smile.

      “I’ve known you since you were a little girl, running around your parent’s ankles,” she reminded me. “I know how close your family was. I know that you would be by your mother’s side right now if you weren’t terrified of Lucien.”

      I swallowed.

      “How—”

      “As soon as he swept into town, your mother was wrapped around his finger,” she said, glancing down.

      I got the impression that she wanted to say more.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You’ve dealt with enough tonight already.”

      “You don’t expect me to go to sleep or something, do you?”

      Mariah pursed her lips but before she could speak, I went on.

      “My entire world is falling apart. I found out I was being kept sick. I hurt my mom. I have no home. The wind is—listening to me.”

      “You said that,” Mariah remarked lightly. “That you threw him down the stairs using the wind.”

      She carefully removed the teabag from her mug.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      The way she looked at me, so guardedly, like she wasn’t trying to give anything away, set me on edge.

      I shrugged, as though it didn’t shake me to the core.

      The wind was still howling outside, buffeting against the house as though it was trying to get in.

      “I’m doing this,” I whispered and squeezed my eyes shut. “I know, it sounds crazy, and it is. I don’t know how to stop it; I just know that it started leaking out of me. The more upset I got, the stronger it became.”

      When I chanced a glance up at Mariah again, she was staring into her cup of tea with a very worried frown on her face.

      “It makes sense, I suppose,” she eventually said.

      “What does?”

      She blinked and turned her attention back to me.

      “You’re from a long line of witches on both sides of the family, are you not?”

      I nodded.

      “Right, so there you have it. But… you’re a bit old.”

      “I’m twenty,” I argued. “And what are you talking about?”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to offend, it’s just that normally it would show sooner. Especially elemental magic… well, you know that’s fae magic, right?”

      At my blank look, her frown deepened.

      “Didn’t your mother teach you any of this?”

      I hated to admit it, but my mother hadn’t taught me anything since she married Lucien. For ten years now we had only existed.

      I couldn’t voice any of that, it was too hard.

      After struggling for a minute, I finally managed to speak.

      “She wasn’t well. Neither of us were.”

      My hands were shaking so hard, I had to clasp them in my lap to keep them still. Was this really happening?

      “I know, love. Drink your tea.”

      I followed her order silently, mind reeling.

      “As soon as mom met Lucien, she changed,” I said. “She was so, I don’t know, focused on him. It wasn’t until he moved in that the sickness started. Slowly at first. Headaches, body pains. She couldn’t work anymore. I couldn’t finish school. Lucien took over the shop, the house… He didn’t want to pay our medical bills and we were too weak to argue.”

      A laugh burst from my lips. Tears closely followed.

      “It seems so obvious now.”

      I met Mariah’s concerned gaze, struggling to see her through the tears.

      “He was draining us,” I whispered.

      "Oh Farah," she breathed. "Can you ever forgive me?"

      "What?" I blinked. "What do you mean?"

      "Aurora and I were friends," she said. "We were in the same coven and I was always bringing her coffees to the shop on my lunch breaks. You were young, but I knew both of your parents well. When your father passed--"

      She swallowed, and I was touched to see tears in her eyes.

      "It was very heartbreaking to see what your family was going through and he--he was such a nice man. A wonderful father to you--"

      her voice broke and she took a sip of her tea, collecting herself.

      "Why are you telling me all this?" I asked.

      "Because," she sniffled. "When Lucien came into town and swept your mother off her feet, right in the middle of her grieving... it never sat right with me. Then she stopped working, she left the coven, I saw less and less of her... I always thought something was wrong. She wouldn't answer the door when I came to check on her and I just backed off. I should have 'knocked the door down!"

      Though the tears renewed in my eyes, I shook my head.

      "It wasn't your fault. It was Lucien. He's the monster in all this."

      She nodded resolutely.

      "You're right. To steal someone's life force... that's very dark stuff, Farah."

      "But you believe me."

      "Absolutely."

      “So, you’ve heard of this before?” I asked. “This is a thing people do?”

      She shrugged, helplessly.

      “Yes and no,” she said. “Some people do perform dark magic like this but to steal someone else’s life force… it takes next level evil. Draining you and your mother would make him stronger, but it could also keep him alive. There have been cases throughout history of people living millennia on other’s energy before they were stopped.”

      The idea that Lucien could be a thousand-year-old warlock leaving bodies in his wake chilled me to the core.

      “I found a book in the library,” I said. “It had a poem in it. Power Pulling.”

      Mariah shuddered.

      “I know the one…”

      “Do you have the book too?” I asked hopefully, but she shook her head at once. “There was a copy in the library at my old school but only curse breakers were allowed access. We studied the poem in our history class though. It’s an old one alright. Ancient, dark, full of instructions….”

      I had so many questions that I didn’t know where to start.

      “You went to a magic school?” I started with.

      “Oh yes, Eclipse Academy. I learned everything I know there.”

      “My mom was going to home school me,” I remembered. “But then I didn’t have any magic anyway.”

      Mariah snorted.

      “Darling, listen to those Gale force winds outside and say that again.”

      Despite everything, a small smile touched my lips.

      “It’s crazy, isn’t it?”

      “Not as crazy as you might think,” she informed me. “Many long lines of witches have fae blood in them. Your blood-line must be potent enough on each side that the pairing of your parents means you are able to use fae magic instead of witches magic.”

      Something crashed upstairs, clearly from the wind and we both grimaced.

      “Although, you’ll want to get that under control soon.”

      “I don’t know how,” I admitted. “Can you teach me?”

      “I’m not sure either,” Mariah grimaced. “But it sounds like it might get worse.”

      “How could it get worse than this?” I asked. I’d never seen such harsh winds.

      “Twisters, monsoons,” she said, “you name it, and that’s not even including the other elements.”

      “The other elements?” I asked uneasily.

      “Oh yes! You didn’t think this was it, did you?”

      I swallowed.

      “Honestly, I haven’t had much time to think about it. Lucien found me with the book, I attacked him with the wind. Then I ran here.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did. If he has that book there, then there’s no doubt about what he’s doing.”

      “He has my mom brain washed,” I whispered. “She won’t help me stop him, even if she survives in one piece. He’s going to kill her soon.”

      Mariah bent her head, deep in thought.

      “There’s a way to stop him,” she finally said. “But what was it…”

      Suddenly, her head shot up. She looked at me with wide eyes.

      “He’s draining you both, right?”

      I nodded.

      “I think I got stronger. So strong that he couldn’t keep me sick anymore.”

      She bit her lip.

      “You may have gotten away at just the right time. These spells can be adjusted and with your fae magic, he would only get stronger than he already is.”

      She pushed to her feet and began pacing.

      “All witches require physical things to ground their magic. Some use wands, some use sigils, you get the idea.”

      She didn’t wait for my response before going on.

      “To steal someone’s life force and their magic, Lucien would have to have something from you and your mom. Hair, nail clippings, something magical too. Grimoires, amulets, things like that, can you think of anything?”

      Her excitement was not contagious. All it did was set me on edge even more.

      “We live with him. He has access to all of those things. He has everything.”

      But Mariah was shaking her head.

      “It would be locked away. Kept somewhere sacred. Where it wouldn’t be disturbed. Maybe on an altar.”

      She waited and I racked my brain trying to remember anything like that, but I came up blank.

      “I haven’t seen anything like that.”

      A sudden knock on the door made us both jump.

      For a moment we stayed dead still, staring at each other, both wondering whether we should answer.

      When Mariah turned to the door, my heart ricocheted into my ribs. What if it was Lucian?
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      I watched her walk to the end of the hall. Just before she pulled the door open, I leaped from my seat, pressing my back flat against the wall where I wouldn’t be seen.

      “Oh. Hello officers, how can I help you?”

      “Hello ma’am.”

      Surprised, I remained unmoving as the policeman’s voice floated into the room.

      “I believe you reported an accident to 911 not long ago concerning the Hargrave family.”

      A shudder ran through my whole body at that. Hargrave was Lucien’s last name. Me and mom had never taken it. I was and always would be my father’s daughter; Farah Everleigh. I cherished having his name. But the police officer didn’t seem to know or care if there was a distinction.

      “Uh—yes, I did,” Mariah admitted after a moment. “Is Aurora alright?”

      “She’s stable right now but the ambulance is taking her to critical care.”

      Thankfully the wall was behind me to hold me up because the relief that overcame me was enough to knock me onto the floor.

      “Oh, thank goodness, I heard she had a nasty enough fall.”

      “How did you know?” another voice, presumably the other officer, asked. “Were you by any chance in contact with the daughter, Farah?”

      A long silence followed the question as a chill settled over me.

      They were looking for me. That couldn’t be good.

      Clearly, Mariah was thinking the same thing.

      “Why do you ask?”

      There was another pause.

      “We understand wanting to protect the young woman, but it’s important that you answer some of our questions.”

      “What is there to answer? I already told the operator everything I knew on the phone.”

      “Is she inside?”

      The moment the words were said, my gaze flew around the room. The kitchen, where I was still standing had only one small window over the sink but an archway led into a darkened living room. There, perhaps, there would be a window or back door…

      “Did she tell you that she was fighting with her mother when she pushed her down the stairs?”

      The words echoed down the hall toward me, followed by Mariah’s worried voice. Lucien! That liar!

      "What? No, that's not right. It was an accident."

      I inched toward the living room but paused as a sliver of the door came into view. They would see me if I went.

      "May we come inside?"

      "Um..."

      In a panic, I took half a step, ready to run. The door came into view just as Mariah glanced back toward me. Our gazes met. Hers, painted with worry, made me fall back. I squeezed myself flat against the wall again, heart stuttering arrhythmically.

      “Please don’t complicate this,” one of the officers said. “We just need to know what Farah told you.”

      “If she’s here, hiding her won’t do any good. The faster we find her and speak to her, the faster we can all put this behind us.”

      I knew Mariah was going to let them in. She didn’t really have a choice. Maybe she would trust that I was smart enough to hide or get out. Problem was, I only saw one exit.

      Not waiting any longer, I ran to the sink and hoisted myself onto it.

      “Before you do, what exactly is it you’re going to do with the girl once you find her?”

      She was stalling. Bless her. I needed all the time I could get because sneaking around wasn’t one of my skills. Case in point, it took me a second to figure out how the window lock worked. Then, when I yanked it open, it promptly hit the wooden dowel placed in the sill with a loud bang.

      Oops.

      “What was that?”

      “Is she in there?”

      I yanked the dowel out from its spot and tossed it aside as I slid the window open the rest of the way. Without pausing, I jumped.

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

          

      

    

    






Inner Monsoon

        

      

    

    
      I fell into the back yard, immediately hitting the ground, upside down. Thankfully my landing was softened by the bush I fell through on the way.

      Still, my shoulder throbbed from the impact but there was no time to stop and take note. The sounds of someone shouting carried in the wind and I took off as fast as I could, running through Mariah's yard and then through her back gate, leaving it swinging in my wake. There was no time to stop and shut it as I saw two men in police uniforms round the bend just as I took off into the alley.

      I knew they would catch me in a chase. So I dove toward the nearest yard and through their gate. instead of running, I threw myself into their bushes. The wind drowned out the sounds I made crouching down into the leaves for cover.

      After a moment, I bent down lower, peeking underneath the gap in the fence. A moment later two sets of feet ran past where I hid.

      They hadn't seen me come in here.

      For a moment, I wanted to cry with relief. If the police caught me thinking I'd attempted to kill my own mother... Well, Lucien wouldn't have any trouble at all keeping track of my whereabouts in the state penitentiary.

      For what felt like a long time, I stayed crouched there, wondering what to do.

      Mariah's house was still probably the safest bet. Maybe I should go back there?

      Hopelessness was hard to supress as I sat there, buffeted by the very wind that I was creating. If I didn't calm my emotions soon, there would be hell to pay.

      As though catching my train of thought, there was a sudden boom behind me. I screamed as a light burst in the sky above me.

      Instinctively, I jumped away from the explosion and then stood there, stunned, staring up at the electricity post that was sitting at an angle, balanced atop the shed across the alley. The broken wires were still sputtering flames.

      Down the line, another crash echoed through the night.

      My hands were shaking.

      I was going to destroy the whole town at this rate.

      How was it that Mariah had known all about this fae magic. She hadn't even been that surprised that I had it.

      Had mom and dad known from the start that their kids might be stronger than other witches? Hadn't Mariah said that I was almost closer to fae than I was to witch?

      Thinking back, they had both been so sure that I was magical. Both mother and father prepared me for the life of a witch, taking me to coven meetings, letting me help at the shop. Dad used even to let me make his potions with him sometimes.

      The memories, once so fond were tainted with confusion.

      I had so many questions for my mother.

      Standing in the middle of someone's yard in the dark, struck over and over by the wind I couldn't control, all I could think of was finally doing just that.

      She had avoided my confrontations before about Lucein and my father. She had closed up completely about magic once she realized I didn't have any.

      If I could just talk to her, find out more... She had been planning to home school me. That must mean she knew enough to teach me how to control this.

      I didn't think the town would survive for much longer and I didn't want anyone to get hurt. Even now the sounds of trees creaking and moaning in discomfort was growing louder. What the trees started falling? What if roofs flew off? What if there were car crashes?

      The flashing lights were still coming from in front of my house and a cop car sat in front of Mariah's house too.

      Hopefully she wasn't in too much trouble for hiding me.

      I turned away from the scene and started to walk toward the hospital.

      There was only one nearby. Everything in town was close enough to walk to. Nothing took more than an hour to get to on foot but the general hospital was actually on our side of town and only took twenty minutes on foot.

      It wasn't until the hospital was in sight that reality sank in.

      My mother was in there.

      Lucien may have been right about one thing; 'i' was the one that threw her down those stairs.

      With a sudden 'crack' water dropped from the sky.

      I was engulfed instantly and soaked straight thorugh the thin sweater and jeans I was wearing. I took off toward the hospital, straight for the glowling Emergency sign.

      The doors swept open, and I stepped into the cool entryway, shivering at once from the AC on my wet skin.

      The stark hospital lights were a shock to my eyes after being on the dark streets for so long.

      At once, I felt out of place.

      I was soaking wet, shivering, standing in the middle of the entrance all lone after years with minimal exposure to the outside at all. For a long time now I had rarely left the house for anything including groceries. Lucien took care of everything and we were the good little house cats that he owned.

      “Crazy weather, isn’t it?”

      I looked up at the young man in the volunteer vest. He smiled at me sympathetically. “The wind’s already knocked out the power in the west end. Guess I should have expected the rain to follow.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I shivered. “I guess.”

      “Can I help direct you somewhere?”

      "I'm looking for my mom," I said. "She was brought in here about an hour ago."

      The young man nodded sympathetically.

      "Can I have her name? I'll find her room for you."

      I was led into the hospital properly, past the sitting room where the weather report was playing on TV. The caption at the bottom of the screen read; WEATHER WARNING. REMAIN INDOORS. I dragged my eyes away as the report moved on to images of damage across town and focused on walking. It didn't take long to come to mom’s room.

      The moment we entered my eyes flooded with tears.

      She was spread out in the bed, fast asleep. She looked so small.

      "Is she okay?" I gasped.

      The volunteer nodded at once.

      "She was awake when they brought her in but only for a few minutes. She's not in critical care or anything. I'll send the doctor to come speak to you but from what I heard, she'll be fine."

      I buried my face in my hands taking a shuddering breath.

      When I managed to lift my head again, the volunteer had left me to be with my mom alone.

      I approached the side of her bed and carefully took one of her hands in my own trembling fingers.

      "Mom," I whispered. "I'm so sorry."

      Looking at her now, it was almost laughable that I'd thought she would be in a state to give me answers. She was hurt badly. Even if I hadn't thrown her down the staircase, she was malnourished, exhausted. Literally, she was being drained of her life force and looking at her, it was hard to pretend otherwise.

      Even at night, the nightlights in her hospital room illuminated the harsh bags under her eyes. They were nearly purple now. Her skin was like ash, her hair like straw. If I told someone that she was my grandmother, I was sure they would believe it to look at her.

      Tears slipped silently from my eyes now as I watched her.

      I had been so impulsive, so sure that it was up to me to stop this.

      How was I supposed to do anything against Lucien? I had made the wind howl, had probably blown in the current storm raging outside too, but that was probably the extent of what I could manage.

      "Well. I must admit, I thought you were too smart to show up here."

      Lucien's sinister laugh sent a spark of fear through me even before I spun with a gasp to face him.

      He leaned against the doorway, like a skeletal wraith, watching me with a cold and amused smile glinting in his dark eyes.

      "What are you doing here?" I demanded.

      Lucien feigned a distressed frown, dropping his hand to his heart.

      "Whatever do you mean?" he asked, voice dripping with false innocence. "My dear wife was thrown down the stairs. I am beside myself with worry."

      He stepped into the room.

      I stepped back, nearly tripping over the IV stand that was hooked into mom.

      At the last moment, I managed to steady myself.

      "You're a dirty liar!"

      He chuckled lightly.

      "Oh, we both know that, yes, but who will the police believe?"

      I gulped.

      "Mom will defend me."

      Even as I said it, the true horror of what Lucien was planning filled me.

      I gasped as a smile twisted his face.

      "Not if she doesn't wake up, she wont."

      My instinct was to beg; to drop to my knees and promise to do anything he asked if only he would let her go free. But I knew he would never listen to me. Lucien was greedy. If I went along with his plans, that didn't mean he would leave my mother alone.

      "The last drops of her life will fuel me long enough to adjust my spell to your new level of power," he informed me. "Until then... Police!"

      His sudden shout made me jump.

      "She's here!" he yelled, turning to the door. "The one who tried to kill my wife!"

      Without thinking, I dove forward, shoved past him into the hall.

      I turned and took off the other way. In front of me, an exit sign shone above a door before me, but before I ran through it, I swung around to face Lucien one more time as an idea struck.

      “I know what you’re using to pull our powers and I’m going to destroy it!”

      Even from a distance, I saw his eyes widen with understanding just before I ran.

      It was a shot in the dark. I hadn’t a clue what he was using, be it any of the things Mariah had listed, or something other than that, even. It didn’t matter though. I needed Lucien to think following me was more important than staying with my mother.
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      Out into the lashing rain, I took off, shoes splashing in puddles as the storm continued to grow.

      The rain was nearly blinding. It didn't help that the full line of street lights had been blown out.

      I kept going. Running until I could no longer, then walking until I had to stop, bend double and struggle for air.

      The wind kept hitting me over and over, like it was trying to pull me off my feet and the irony of it all nearly made me want to cry again.

      If I was making the wind, shouldn't it be helping me? Not making everything worse?!

      I had to find shelter but urgency pushed me. If I waited too long, Lucien would hurt my mother worse than he already had. and he would also get to the amulet or grimoire or whatever the heck it was that was using against us. If I could get to it first, then maybe I could really destroy it and set us both free.

      Something that important. Where would he keep it?

      The answer came to me at once.

      There was one place that neither me nor my mother had been to in a couple years now. He'd completely taken over the shop.

      I moved automatically. I had been there so much growing up that my body moved on autopilot in the right direction.

      When I turned onto Main street, even in the dark and puring rain, my chest squeezed at the familiar sight. There half way down the street, just before the town square, the sign still stood proudly; Amethyst Heart. The familiar signs were still in the windows. Your friendly neightborhood occult shop. All kinds of gemstones. One for All Your Favourite Incense. One for Tarot readings--which was kind of funny. I didn't think Lucien would give those in a fit. I couldn't imagine him sitting behind the small round table listening to peoples problems.

      Seeing it now after so long. Dark. Empty. Overflowing with the memories of my childhood... the place may as well have been haunted.

      A deep feeling of sadness overwhelmed me. I tried to push it down but it still bubbled beneath the surface.

      There was no way to undo what had been done, but I could at least try to fix things moving forward.

      I turned to the door.

      I didn't even bother trying to open it. Lucien had the key. there was a deadbolt at the top.

      Instead, I held out my hand, palm facing the glass.

      "Come on wind," I whispered. Seeming to hear me at once, it swept my hair up, giving me a momentary break from the rain.

      "Come on!" I whispered again but... nothing.

      Frustrated, I kicked the glass and promply slipped on the wet cement.

      I landed hard on my butt and sat there for a moment, trying to take a deep breath to calm myself--which was hard to do when there was water flying up your nostrils.

      I didn't have time for this.

      "Why would you listen to me when I accidentally threw my mom down the stairs but not now?" I demanded to the air. "I don't have time for this. Work!"

      I threw my arm out, toward the door.

      The deafening crash as the glass shattered still caught me off guard. I screamed, shielding my face as the pieces settled around me.

      Carefully, I pushed to my feet as the wind immediately began to howl through the broken entrance.

      It was surreal to finally step into the place.

      Lucien hadn't really changed anything.

      Even in the dark I could see the tarot cards behind their glass display shelf. Jewelery addorned the case along the wall. in the back magnificent stones glittered at me including the massive raw amethyst that wasn't for sale. It stood all the way up to my chest. When we'd first opened the stoor it was nearly the same height as me. I'd been mesmerized by it and it seemed that I still was.

      Amethyst was so calming.

      It seemed to reach within me, overpowering the fear that had controlled my every movement since I'd read that poem.

      Right. The poem was the reason I was here really. It was the catalyst. The proof that I was right about Lucien.

      Now to find out where he hid his most precious belongings...

      I was almost sure it would be here. There was no where else that made sense. At home it would be too accessible.

      I started behind the counter, sorting through the drawers, then the cupboards. There was nothing unusual, just receipts, notebooks, bags for shoppers.

      Frustrated, I moved to the back room.

      There were signs of Lucien everywhere, one of his jackets still hanging by the back door, his paperwork sitting at the desk—the same desk that my dad used to carve his gemstones at.

      Suddenly, all care I had toward the place was gone. I yanked out the drawers, I flipped the contents all over the floor and then the boxes on the shelves went next. All of the inventory crashing to the ground. I didn’t care. I wanted to destroy it. I wanted there to be nothing left here for Lucien to taint with his presence.

      As the last box fell, jewelry falling from the depths to scatter among the mess, I fell to the floor with it. I struggled to hold myself together. My body ached from what it had been through. I was freezing cold. Drained emotionally and physically. Tears fought me to fall. I barely held them at bay.

      For a while, I sat huddled amongst the fallen things, hugging myself and shivering and all I could think of was the one glaring issue that now presented itself.

      Where was Lucien?

      If what I was looking for was here, he would have arrived already.

      There was nothing here. I’d wasted all this time. As I sat, he could be reworking that spell. He could be killing my mother, sucking out the very last bit of energy she had left.

      Was there even a way to stop him? Despair, unlike anything I’d felt, washed over me.

      It was at that very moment that a pipe burst.

      I stared, stunned, for a moment as water rushed from the washroom door quickly flooding the back room.

      As I sat there, it started to move in a way that didn't make sense, streaming steadily toward 'me.

      Slowly, I pushed to my feet as the reality of the circumstance washed over me; I could control water too. The rain... it wasn't from the wind, was it?

      Mariah had said the other elements would come. What would be next?

      Just as it reached the tips of my shoes, instead of moving away, I whispered a command.

      “Stop.”

      I didn’t know why I said it, but instantly, it worked.

      The water spread, pouring in either direction around my feet. Even as it swiftly grew deeper, none of it touched me.

      I marvelled at the sight of it. A wall of water growing higher and higher. But what would happen if I moved?

      I held my breath and took a small step.

      Like we were opposite sides of a magnet, the water moved away.

      Heart racing, I started to walk. Growing more and more confident with each step I took.

      The accident tonight, it had shaken my confidence. Hurting my mother had made me feel like I should rebel against these powers instead of embracing how truly amazing they were.

      I shouldn’t have forgotten; Lucien wanted me for a reason. I was stronger than he was naturally and right now, he didn’t have my powers. I did.

      I had to destroy his magical hold on us. Even if that meant seeking him out.

      Wherever Lucien had gone, I would just have to find him.

      It was the only way.
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      I sat outside my family shop, Amethyst Heart, a place that had once been filled with calm and love and watched as water flooded it.

      It didn't bother me as much as it should have. In a reckless sort of way, I wanted to destroy it. So, destroy it, I did.

      Every now and then when emotions welled in me, the water would rise and then fall as though with a great exhale.

      How strange to see an entire element match your breathing.

      I was sitting across the street, under the bakery's awning trying to dry off at least a little from the pouring rain—yes, that was my doing as well—while I watched and planned what to do next.

      I had to find my stepfather.

      I had to stop him.

      That was as far as the planning went.

      I had been under the impression that he would be hiding his magic artifacts here, but obviously not, or he would have come to stop me from destroying them. The only place that remained was home.

      My body ached from running and walking and being cold. I didn’t know what to do. Only that I had to stop Lucien somehow.

      Just as I pushed to my feet, a car slowed to a stop next to me.

      The passenger window rolled down automatically, exposing Mariah in the driver seat, looking frazzled, her gray hair a haphazard mess.

      "Oh, thank goodness!" she exclaimed. "I've been looking for you everywhere. Get in!"

      Surprised, I ran to her car, hopping into the passenger side.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked.

      "Looking for you! Of course. What are you doing here?"

      I glanced at the shop over her shoulder and a look of understanding crossed her face. She whipped around to look at the Amethyst Heart.

      Her jaw dropped.

      "Oh."

      For a moment we both stared at the water still pouring from the smashed door onto the sidewalk, flooding the road.

      "Mad at the store, were you?" she asked casually.

      "Mad at Lucien taking it over," I corrected. "And his altar isn't there."

      "No? I would have thought it would be there too."

      "The only other place I can think of is at home."

      Mariah bit her lip and started to drive. She went slowly because the wind and rain were both so strong. Even though she drove carefully, I held on to my seat with an iron grip.

      “It’s starting to look like the apocalypse out there,” she laughed nervously.

      “Yeah, sorry about that.”

      She was concentrating so hard at getting us home safe that I kept my mouth shut while we drove.

      It was a long, freaky car ride. I knew we shouldn't be on the road, no one should. Twice, the car swerved despite Mariah's best efforts to keep us going straight.

      When we finally pulled up in front of her house, she let out a massive sigh of relief.

      "We made it," she breathed. Her hand was shaking when she reached over and patted me on the shoulder. "I know you're not trying to do this. Let's get inside and talk."

      Then, without waiting for my answer, she pushed open her door, fighting against the wind and took off into the storm, running to her house.

      With a feeling akin to getting called into the principal’s office, I threw my door open after her and ran through the rain to her front door which was open by the time I reached it.

      I slammed it shut against the onslaught of water and wind and stood shivering for a moment in the entryway.

      Mariah wasn't anywhere in sight but a moment later, she hurried down the stairs with two towels, already drying her hair. She handed one to me.

      "Thanks," I murmured.

      She took me in, shaking her head.

      "You've been through the wringer tonight, haven't you?"

      I shrugged, avoiding looking at her while I tried in vain to dab my shirt dry.

      After a moment, she sighed.

      "This has to stop now, Farah."

      Although her eyes and even the tone of her voice was dripping with sympathy, they were also firm.

      "A tree was blown into a house on the other side of town. An elderly man got hurt."

      "What?"

      "It's your wind—your emotions. You have to get them under control."

      I stared at her, stunned.

      “I—I didn’t—I’m not trying to hurt anyone."

      "I know dear," she soothed. That's why we have to fix this before any more happens. First your mother, now this man, probably others we don't know about yet... oh. This isn't helping calm you down, is it? I'm sorry."

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      "What do I do?" I asked. "I thought you don't know about this type of—fae—magic."

      "I don't," she agreed. "But I do know that calming you down couldn't hurt. Right?"

      I nodded.

      Saying that I was distressed, well, that would be an understatement. I felt like the entire world was falling apart around me. Now, having this guilt on top of everything else... I took a deep breath, trying to push the thoughts away.

      "That's good," she encouraged. "Keep breathing deeply."

      She led me into the living room and pushed me into a chair.

      "Now, shut your eyes, keep breathing, I'll try to set the mood."

      I held back a snort.

      I wasn’t really the meditating type and when she put some sort of low drum beat on in the background it was hard to take her efforts seriously.

      "Now just do your best to clear your mind dear."

      I sat there, listening to the music mingled with the wind and rain lashing against the outer walls and my anxiety rose. I was supposed to be stopping Lucien, not taking a relaxing break. The longer I waited, the more likely it was that he would fix his spell and drain me of the very powers I was currently trying to suppress.

      A heavy thud made me jump, my eyes flew open.

      Mariah scrambled to her feet from where she was sitting across from me and rushed to the window, peering outside.

      "What is it?" I asked after a moment.

      "The tree in the back yard," she said, voice low. "It's down, or a lot of it is anyway. Some of the bigger branches are on the ground. Looks like it knocked my fence down."

      I bit my lip as she turned to look at me.

      "Please take this seriously, love. It's the only idea I have."

      Guilty, I squeezed my eyes shut. I wasn't a Zen person. I’d spent a lot of time over the years feeling sad and downtrodden and I'd never once thought of how to change that. Perhaps that was why it felt so strange, sitting still, attempting to clear my mind. Then Mariah started speaking, her soothing voice moving me closer to my target.

      "Breathe deeply, in and then out… In… Out… Feel the way the air enters your lungs. What is the temperature? What are the physical sensations of your chest moving? Only you can feel these things."

      Like that she went on, asking all the right questions that drew me out of my head and into my body. For moments, I thought of nothing at all, then other moments images entered my mind. My mother on that hospital bed. Water filling our store. My father behind the counter, smiling his big grin and winking at me as he helped customers… Then he was on his own, counting the till. No one was there with him. The evening sun streaked through the windows, illuminating the soft pale strands of his hair that I used to love so. He was so different to me in that way with the auburn hair I'd taken from my mother. His eyes though, they reminded me of my own when he suddenly glanced up toward the door, unguarded and surprised as someone entered.

      "Oh, sorry we're already closed."

      "I won't be long," the man insisted in a cold, calculating voice that was all too familiar.

      Lucien stepped into the store, let the door swing shut behind him, the sunlight silhouetting him, only a blood red amulet hanging around his neck caught the light as his figure plunged my father into shadows.

      "What can I do for you?" he asked. He sounded tired from a long day's work, but as always, too kind to turn someone away.

      "What can you do for me?" Lucien repeated, a smile in his voice. "I'm afraid, more than you will ever know."

      A shiver travelled through me.

      My eyes opened; the vision gone.

      I was still sitting in Mariah’s dim living room. My entire being felt cold. Numb. Like I would never be able to be warm ever again.

      “Oh, you’re shivering,” Mariah said. “It is cold in here and we’re still wet. Let me get changed. I'll grab something for you to wear, too."

      I somehow managed to nod but didn’t watch her go, my mind was in the past, replaying what I had seen so vividly that I may as well have been there.

      I heard Mariah moving around upstairs and it was like a decision was made without my consent. I stood up and went to the door.
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Home Sweet Home

        

      

    

    
      If she heard me leaving, I didn't care. Nothing would stop me.

      I knew where Lucien was. He was in my home. The home that he had invaded like a poison, tainting everything he touched. Starting with my father.

      I had to know; what had happened next?

      Ideas flew into my mind, but they were all too severe, too horrible to face.

      Lucien was a monster, yes. He had taken over our lives and tortured us for years, but this... Had he done something to my father to remove him from the picture? Had he gone to such lengths to ready the stage?

      I shuddered, nearly stumbled as I walked the sidewalk.

      Finally, the rain and wind had mellowed. Perhaps because I could feel nothing at all.

      Ahead of me, my house towered. Dark. Massive. Looming. It looked so old, so full of darkness. All the love, all the warmth that it once held, all the family history, was gone. Now it was nothing more than a house of horrors that had held me captive. It may as well have been a prison.

      And I willingly returned to it now because Lucien had to be stopped, even if it killed me.

      Even though the house was dark the front door was unlocked as though Lucian was waiting for me. It swung open, exposing the destruction that I had left behind. There was blood on the floor from my mother, as well as debris from the staircase and the wall where they had both been broken. The house was eerily quiet after the noise of the storm. It hadn’t stopped yet. Tt still whistled beyond the walls but with nowhere near the ferocity that it had had earlier.

      The door swung shut behind me, closing with a bang that made me jump and then there was stillness. No sign of Lucian anywhere. Strange, I had thought for sure that he would be here. If not here, then where did he keep his magic belongings? Did he have somewhere else to go, somewhere that no one else knew about?

      I didn’t go upstairs. I couldn’t bear to step over the blood on the floor, and upstairs was dark. Lucien didn’t seem to be there. My feet carried me on autopilot through the rest of the house. Past the living room where me and my mother had spent countless days laying on the couch nursing migraines, binge watching whatever show happened to be on. Into the kitchen where I had first collapsed and realized what exactly Lucian was doing to me and my mother.

      I crept quietly to the basement door. It creaked as I opened it, exposing the dark depths below the house.

      Aside from the laundry room down there, the basement was used for storage. Extra blankets, old photo albums and keepsakes, things that belonged to our family that had been left in the house. Some of it was generations old. Some of it might even be more important than we realized. What if Lucien had hidden his own magical belongings amongst the knickknacks that we had already collected?

      I flicked the light switch, throwing the stairs into brightness. Relieved, I carefully shut the door behind me and crept downstairs.

      The basement was untouched from the damage I had wreaked and it was almost surreal to walk into it and see that everything was the same.

      For a vertigo inducing moment, I was sure that none of this had happened. I had just come down here to do the laundry in between the pain.

      I shook myself.

      There was no time to waste.

      The laundry was sectioned off in the side room and it was the only neat bit of space down here. The whole place was full. Antique furniture, old pictures of people who were long gone, and countless stacks of boxes made it hard to even maneuver.

      I stepped over one and approached the tall standing wall of boxes.

      As soon as I stood there, taking in the massive load that I would need to sort through, I knew it was useless. There was no way to go through all of this in one swiftly passing night. It would make more sense to destroy the whole lot.

      A creak alerted me that someone was there; the sound of the basement door opening and then closing with a soft click.

      I swung around. For a moment I shifted from foot to foot, unsure where to go, where to hide, but images of my father in that shop played over and over with each step as Lucien's long, dark form came down the stairs.

      I stayed where I was.

      He wasn't surprised to see me. When his dark, sunken gaze landed on me, a smile played on his lips.

      "Hello, my sweet little step-daughter."

      He burst into laughter and bile rose in my throat.

      "That line you delivered in the hospital, and with such conviction well, if I was your real father, I would almost be proud." Lucien wiped a tear and shook his head. "There's only one little problem with your little lie.”

      He grinned and with those long, almost skeletal fingers reached under his collar and pulled a chain free. On its end, a large, blood red amulet glinted.

      "Looking for this?" he asked, and his amusement twisted into something else, something sinister and I knew; he was enjoying this.

      My heart was racing. It was the same amulet that I had seen in my vision. Lucien didn’t have an altar. All he needed was that.

      Hands shaking at my sides, but I stood my ground. No one was here to get hurt this time. I’m stronger than him, I reminded myself, and I wasn't going anywhere, not without that amulet.

      "All this for me?" I asked. Somehow my voice came out steady and strong. "What, my dad wasn't enough for you?"

      Lucien tilted his head slightly, for the first time regarding me like he actually saw me.

      "You finally figured it out,” he mused. "I must admit, I thought you would have a lot sooner."

      All composure left me.

      "You killed him?!" I demanded and the words leaving my mouth were so horrible that I choked on the words.

      Lucien snorted.

      "He was only good enough for the little boost I needed to hypnotize your mother," he said with a loose shrug. "Plus, I needed him out of the way."

      A scream tore through the air and it took a moment for me to realize that it was me because I was moving. I jumped on top of Lucien, ready to physically tear him apart.

      I didn't know what I was going to do, and he was just as shocked because when I tackled him, he fell back.

      Together we crashed into the floor. I started swinging as soon as we did. My fist landed on his jaw with a satisfying smack, but it wasn't nearly enough. For what he had done, I would never stop.

      "I'll kill you!" I shrieked.

      I hit him again and again, seeing nothing, feeling nothing but my hands hitting his skin, tearing at his hair and shirt until my arms started to become heavy and then... I couldn't move them at all.

      I sat atop Lucien for a moment, meeting his gaze as he glared up at me through a swollen eye.

      My arms lay limp and heavy at my sides and then they grew heavier and heavier until they started to drag me backwards. Off of Lucien, I was pulled, kicking and screaming as I was dragged across the floor, boxes falling as I hit them. I met the wall and then was pulled upwards.

      Once I was hanging by the wrists as though handcuffed, feet just off the ground, I finally stopped moving.

      Lucien stood gracefully and dusted himself off as though I hadn't hurt him at all. But the twist of his lip said otherwise, as did the swollen eye and bruise on his cheek.

      "Let me go, you coward!" I shouted.

      "Coward?" he spat. "You really think I'm scared of a little brat like you?"

      He stepped up to me, sneering, his putrid breath in my face.

      "I've been around longer than you can fathom. I've had the power of a dozen witches run through my veins. I am more powerful than you will ever be because I know how to use my gift."

      He lifted the amulet, still dangling from his neck.

      "All I need is this."

      "You figured out how to adjust to my stronger powers?" I asked, voice quavering despite myself.

      He narrowed his gaze.

      "As your power grows, so too must the potency of my offering. It's simple science."

      He reached into his pocket, extracting a small, silver pocketknife.

      "No," I breathed. "Don't kill me, too."

      "I wouldn't waste what I have like that," he said. "No, better to keep you alive as long as possible."

      So he said, but then he brought the knife to my neck.

      I tried to shrink back but there was nowhere to go but to the solid wall behind me.

      The only thing I could do was swing my legs out in as violent a kick as I could muster.

      My shin barely hit Lucien when pain lanced my arms where they were pinned, unable to bend in the direction that I wanted.

      He gave me a scathing look and then, just like my arms, my legs suddenly clung to the wall as though with a magnet.

      He did all this with magic, my magic, I reminded myself. Was this the type of stuff I would be able to do if trained? Or was it a trick so evil, only people like Lucien would know how to do it?

      Lucien approached me with the knife methodically, as though he was clipping a coupon or doing something else just as uninteresting. It was not like he was doing it for pleasure as part of me had assumed he was. No, for him, this was about survival and power. Nothing more.

      He pressed the knife to the base of my throat and all I could do was still and gasp as it pierced my flesh. He kept pushing, stopping only when I felt a rivulet of hot blood pour down my skin.

      Then, finally, he withdrew.

      I struggled to look down, to see how much blood poured. How deeply had he cut me? I couldn't see. Panic overtook me. My body trembled but there was nothing I could do but hang there and shake, watching as he tucked the knife back into his pocket and carefully pulled the amulet from his neck.

      He held it close to his lips, whispered a few words I couldn't hear and then turned it overexposing a small clasp on the back. It popped open easily and I saw it was filled with what looked like ashes and auburn hairs. My hairs.

      "No," I whispered as he held the amulet toward me. He pressed it just under the wound he'd made, collecting the blood, still flowing freely.

      "Oops.”

      He chuckled as it overflowed. Then pressed the lid shut with a snap and wiped it on his sleeve until it was polished clean.

      Only when it was wrapped safely around his neck again did he finally meet my gaze.

      "I should thank you really," he said. "I’ve never yet had the chance to taste Fae magic. I can't wait to see what new power I possess. Lucky for me you're so young. You'll likely live for years, even if you never leave this basement."

      With that, he turned and strode up the stairs, whistling a soft tune as though all was right in the world and I realized, for him, it really was.

      At the top of the steps, he shut the lights off, plunging me into darkness.
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Let it Burn

        

      

    

    
      It seemed fitting to let the darkness consume me.

      At some point, I felt the blood stop pouring, so that was comforting at least, but Lucien did not unpin me from the wall.

      Maybe he was so strong, maybe I was making him so strong that he would keep me like this forever. The prisoner in his dungeon.

      A laugh left me, so absolutely hysterical that it would have been frightening if I had anything left to be afraid of.

      No, all my worst nightmares had already come true. My father was gone, my home invaded, my freedom taken. My mother was on the last threads of her life. Perhaps that was Lucien's unintentional kindness. At least while down here, imprisoned, I wouldn't have to watch her die. I couldn't handle that. In fact, I couldn't handle any of this.

      I didn't know what to do.

      Where were my powers now?

      Where was the wind to pull me off the wall, where was the water to flood the basement and drown me and end this misery?

      The shameful thought made my head fall, tears dripping. I didn't want to die. Not by Lucien's hands, or by my own.

      Despite everything, I still wanted to break free and escape, if not with my magic, then at least with my life.

      "Come on powers," I whispered. "I know Lucien's syphoning you, but I need some of that strength for me."

      I waited, but nothing happened.

      Surely he couldn’t have taken it all already. Wouldn't it take some time, at least?

      I strained in the dark, attempting to make out something, anything to focus on. Eventually, the dim light from upstairs that peeked through the gap in the door and the floorboard became clear. I could see the shape of the stairs in the direction that Lucien had gone. Then as I concentrated, other things came to my attention like the creaking of footsteps from upstairs. Lucien moving around. Probably going about life like nothing was wrong in the world and really, for him, nothing was. Everything had worked out absolutely perfectly.

      By all accounts, I had gotten in a fight with my mom and pushed her down the stairs. Then I'd run. My mom would die in the hospital—everyone would think it was from the injuries. He would have the house for real, in his name, all of our family history be damned. He would have the store as well, that my parents had so lovingly opened. He would probably even get sympathy. People all around would gossip about the situation and probably support him even more. Poor Lucien, the sad, lonely widower with the evil stepdaughter.

      No one would know that I was locked away in the basement. No one would know that he killed my mom and tortured us for years. No one would ever know that he had orchestrated this whole miserable experience starting years ago with my dad.

      He'd killed him.

      His admittance burned inside me.

      It made everything that much worse and with nothing better to do, I stewed over it.

      The day the police arrived at our door to tell us that dad had been in an accident and died, it hadn't felt real. I accepted the news with a strange, numbness, like it wasn't really happening, even as my mother fell apart.

      I remembered thinking that she would never be the same. She was inconsolable.

      The funeral and the days leading up to it were a haze. Countless people coming in and out of the house, neighbours, friends, family—that I now hadn't seen in years, but back then were more familiar faces. They were all there, cooking, cleaning, offering hugs and bringing flowers. The funeral was packed with people. Some of them were crying, but not me. Nothing felt real anymore.

      It wasn't until a few days later, when I'd arrived home from school and expected to see him sitting on the front porch waiting for me, as he often was, that everything hit. I would never see him on that porch, or anywhere, ever again.

      Not long after that, mom brought Lucien around for the first time.

      The moment he walked in our door to join us for dinner, I hated him. I was dumbfounded by the way my mother pandered to him, eagerly offering him more food or drinks, never taking her gaze off him. I hated the adoring way she looked at him. Furious, I'd skipped desert, gone to my room and slammed the door behind me. But my feelings on his presence hadn't stopped her from seeing him.

      When they got married, thankfully, they'd eloped, and I hadn't been involved in the quick, city hall ceremony. At the time, I'd thought they were trying to hide the quick marriage because they knew how shameful it really was. So soon after my father died, to be replaced at all, let alone by Lucien... it was embarrassing.

      I hated his presence in the house, the way he moved around like a shadow, slipping through doorways, taking up my father’s space.

      But my anger hadn't lasted long because that was when the sickness started.

      Attempting to keep my head on straight. To survive the headaches and body aches had taken up any extra energy I had and eventually, that had just become life.

      I hated everything back then, my mom especially, but now I knew that it wasn't her fault. Lucien had manipulated her in the truest form of the word.

      Knowing now that he had purposely removed my father and then taken his wife and child to feed from them, so to speak, infuriated me.

      I was so angry that my skin prickled, heat built inside of me. I wanted to lash out. I wanted to throw Lucien down those stairs again. I wanted to attack him with my bare hands, to feel my fist connecting with him one more time. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to go back in time and push Lucien in front of the very car he'd somehow made my dad walk in front of.

      Unable to move anything but my hands, I flicked my fingers and a burst of air rushed through the room with so much strength that the stairs creaked from the pressure.

      It was gratifying but not nearly enough to calm me. I wanted more. I wanted stronger winds, I wanted to smash those stairs if it was the only thing I was capable of doing. Again, and again, I flicked and thrashed, moving my hands as much as I could. The winds intensified. My long hair whipped around wildly, the floorboards moaned above me. Soon, maybe the whole house would fall.

      I would be at the bottom of that pile, but my anger was so wild that I couldn't reign it in. I didn't want Lucien to have this house. He'd won everything else; this was the only thing that I could take away from him.

      My efforts and anger were making me sweat, my heart pound like a base and then suddenly, I realized that a small light illuminated me.

      I had to blink several times before I was sure what I was seeing.

      The boxes stacked before me were smouldering. Thin patterns of orange spreading over their surface. When the wind hit them, the orange glowed brighter.

      I stilled in awe.

      Fire...

      Mariah had said the other elements would come.

      My wind slowed and then with a small twist of the wrist, it swept through the room and the embers flickered into a small flame.

      I stared at the little fire almost tenderly. I had created it from nothing but my own inner hostility.

      The door above rattled and then suddenly opened, casting a light down the stairs.

      "What are you doing down there?" Lucien demanded.

      "Why don't you come find out?" I asked.

      My voice sounded so different. Calm. Cold.

      Only as Lucien's overconfident stride brought him down the stairs, did I realize what I planned to do.

      He came right to the bottom and stood, looking not at me, but at the fire.

      "Huh. I admit, I am impressed. I wonder what lengths I will be able to go to once I hold the full force of your powers."

      Of course. This was only part of my magic. Hope flared in me, far brighter than the embers I had made. Lucien didn’t own all of me just yet.

      This moment was my last chance. If I was going to do anything to end this, it had to be now. There was no room for second guessing. No room for doubt.

      I could do this.

      It wasn’t a conscious plan really, my body acted with such confidence it was as though it was the only way and, I supposed, it was.

      I ignored Lucien, stared into the small flame and with a wave of my wrist, it rose. The entire box burst into flames.

      “Stop this!” Lucien barked, but too late. The fire spread fast, much faster than a real fire could have. Everywhere I looked, the it jumped, like flames were being sprayed by a hose. Behind Lucien, up the staircase, along the rafters.

      “Enough!” he roared and finally, I met his gaze.

      “You’ve had your fun,” I whispered, “but this is the end.”

      For him, and for me but that didn’t matter anymore.

      I looked Lucien straight in the eye. For a split second, I saw the realization in his dark gaze, a moment of fear… then he was engulfed in flames. The entire roof above him collapsed down on top of him from the heat cutting short his single piercing shout.

      I fell like a dead weight, hit the hard cement of the unfinished basement and could see nothing beyond the smoke and the flames.

      The sounds of the fire were overwhelming, the heat scorching. I squeezed my eyes shut, praying that Lucien wasn’t immune to flames too, that his amulet would crack into a million pieces from the heat and free my mother at least.

      Please, I thought, take your life back, mom. Live. Find joy.

      Somehow, if she could find happiness again, even without me and dad, then all of this would be worth it.

      Tears stung my eyes and I stayed where I was, awaiting the inevitable until… nothing.

      After what felt like hours, the sounds of the house falling around me subsided and the heat was replaced by cold air. A sudden spray of water hit my back and I sat upright, eyes wide.

      The flames that remained only singed bits of debris on the edges of what had been the house. All that remained of my home was no more than ashes and unidentifiable clumps of building material that were charred beyond recognition.

      I sat in the middle of the basement floor. Around me was a perfect circle of untouched cement. It was as though I’d been in a forcefield. Perhaps I had been. My magic was back in full. It had saved me.

      I looked up at the swiftly clearing sky. Rain sprayed down sporadically, cooling me along with a soft breeze. My storm was passing and I sat in wonder, an unfamiliar sense of peace washing over me as I watched the clouds part above me, exposing fading stars and the swift approaching sunrise.

      It was all over.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






Calm After the Storm

        

      

    

    
      I had to be rescued from the deep footprint of our house when the fire department arrived. Maybe that was reason enough to think I wasn’t responsible for it because no one asked me if I’d been trying to off myself and take Lucien with me.

      They lowered down a long ladder and helped me up with ropes. Everyone said it was a miracle that I had survived and that the heavy rain stopped the fire from spreading to the next house.

      The police were waiting for me. I’d forgotten about them, but I wasn’t scared anymore.

      “Ask my mom when she wakes up,” I said. “She’ll tell you. I didn’t push her. My stepfather was manipulating her. He locked me in the basement.”

      I knew I should stop but scraps of the truth kept pouring out. He wouldn’t let us leave the house or talk to anyone. He wouldn’t let us go to the doctors. He controlled my mom. He was abusive. I wanted someone to know what I had been through, what I had survived.

      Somehow, it strengthened me.

      The police agreed to wait to speak to my mom. I had to go to the hospital anyway. The doctors wanted a full physical done, but I knew I was fine.

      When I walked into my mom’s room later that morning, she was already awake. She took one look at me and burst into tears, and I knew; she was herself again.

      “He was controlling me,” she choked. “And I never realized.”

      “I know mom,” I whispered, and just like that, I was crying too.

      Now that she was free of Lucien’s spell, the entire history of the last ten years had a different angle on it. We both knew what we had survived. And it was with a bitter twist that we embraced all the changes because it was hard now to ignore what we had lost.

      The change was good though, refreshing. To start with, our strength returned.

      I could barely comprehend how I felt. I had so much more energy and strength. Did everyone feel like this? Within a week, Mom looked about ten years younger. The vibrant version of herself that I remembered kept flashing through, marred only by the fact that she kept crying.

      We never spoke about Lucien, we never mentioned what had happened to us, or dad. I knew we wanted to forget and move on.

      I knew we wanted to forget and move on, to start fresh.

      We were like the shaky versions of ourselves, like baby fawn taking their first tentative steps.

      Our house was gone. Our family business was gone too, both, thanks to me. But we were put into a hotel by the insurance and we were healthy.

      For the first time since I could remember, I was filled with hope.

      Just like our house, we would rebuild our lives from the foundation up.
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        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        What’s Next?

        Farah is one of the few witches who draws her magic from the fae. She is lucky enough to be chosen to attend Fae Born Academy, but with a dark history and malevolent magic to match her feelings within, she quickly learns; the fae aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.

        Read the first book in the Fae Born Academy series and continue Farah’s journey!

        books2read.com/witchborn
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      H. Kinani is a Mermaid at heart, a witch in mind and a fairy in spirit. She loves simple things like the sunshine of a still summer day and the scent of the forest after rainfall.

      She has big dreams of bringing stories to life and sharing them with the world and can’t wait to release her many plot bunnies.

      
        
        Join her mailing list to keep on top of what’s coming next

        http://eepurl.com/hqzyOH
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            About The Dog Barks At Midnight

          

        

      

    

    
      When Violet Anderson inherits her great-aunt’s house, she becomes heir to a lot more than real estate. Seems there’s a dark mage who wants her gone, a resident ghost who doesn’t want to move out, a handyman who may or may not know what’s going on.

      And also there’s the handyman’s dog who seems to be right in the middle of it all.

      Whatever’s happening in her new home, or in the cemetery across the street, Violet is going to need all the help she can get to figure things out before somebody ends up dead. Like her.
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      You’d think that I’d have been thrilled to find I’d been left a house by my Great-Aunt (and namesake) Violet. Inheriting a house is a privilege and an huge step up the financial ladder. And really, I was mostly excited, except for a couple of things. One, the house in question had been built in the century before the last one and didn’t look like it had been upgraded since the fifties, and two, it was located in a small town in a state I’d never even lived in.

      Also, there was the matter of the property taxes that were in arrears. So the house was kind of a mixed blessing at best.

      My first inclination—and absolutely no disrespect to her—was to tell Violet’s executor to sell the place sight unseen and if there was any money left, to send it to me.

      “The house has excellent bones,” he informed me. “And there are porches all the way around the ground floor. “ I don’t know whether he expected me to squeal with delight at the prospect of sitting on my front porch in a rocker sipping lemonade or what but I managed to curb my enthusiasm.

      He had added the information that while the whole place needed what he called a “refresh,” the suite of rooms on the first floor were all more or less livable. Those rooms included a huge maid’s room with its own bath and separate entry, the kitchen, pantry, living room, dining room, a library and a mud room.     And that didn’t count what he referred to as the “Florida room” and     a water closet.

      He actually said, “water closet.” Who in America calls a bathroom a water closet?

      And just how big was this place anyway? The lawyer had given me the dimensions, but once you get above a couple of square feet, I have problems visualizing space. But with all those rooms? Unless they were all really tiny, my Great-Aunt’s house had to be a mansion.

      “How livable is it?” I asked. “On a scale of one to ten with one being no running water or electricity and black mold growing on the walls and ten being you wouldn’t hesitate to live there yourself?”

      There was a long pause and finally the man said, “About a three.”

      Well, at least he was honest. “No thanks,” I said. “Just sell it for the taxes or donate it to the city or whatever.”

      “Let me text you some more pictures,” he said and a moment later my phone pinged with half a dozen text alerts. I looked at the pictures, which had been framed in such a way that all the little details were close up. I could see that indeed, the house had beautiful bones and that it had been a really lovely dwelling a hundred and fifty years ago. But now it looked like that house in every town that people say is haunted and dare each other to run up and ring the doorbell. It would cost thousands of dollars to fix.

      “I think I’m going to pass,” I said. “I’m not handy with a hammer and it looks like the kind of place that needs a loyal viewer of This Old House.”

      “We can’t sell it,” the lawyer said, sounding like he was about to break out in tears. “Your aunt stipulated that you had to be living there to sell it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense at all,” I said. “Did she think if I moved here I’d fall in love with it and never want to leave?”

      “I know, it’s crazy,” he admitted, “but so was your aunt.”     He paused for a moment. “Eccentric,” I mean.”

      I made a noise to let him know I was okay with the characterization of her as “crazy.” She and my grandmother had lived with us when I was a child and “eccentric” seemed like too mild a term to describe her.

      “She was adamant about it,” he continued. “She said you could sell it after living until Samhain.” He must have been reading from notes when he said that because he pronounced it “Sam. Heyn,” and not the way it’s really pronounced, which is something like “Sah-when.”

      I heard the rustle of paper and imagined the lawyer was looking up. “She said to look it up,” he said. “Sam-heyn. So I did. It’s like Halloween.”

      It’s not quite that simple, but close enough. But my Great-Aunt’s mention of the pagan festival and the suggestion I look up its meaning felt like a message. Because she knew very well that I knew what it was because she and my grandmother and I had celebrated it together every year that they’d lived with us. It was the only time I ever got to see and speak with my mother, who had died in a car wreck on the way to the hospital to have me.

      Paramedics hadn’t been able to save her, but they’d delivered me into the world. “Kicking and screaming,” my father always said. He’d been injured too and had witnessed the whole thing.

      My grandmother had moved in with him before I even came home from the hospital and Great-Aunt Violet had followed a few days later. They’d found a wet nurse to suckle me—“She will not be brought up on formula,” my grandmother informed my father and it was just easier for him to go along with her pronouncements than to protest that formula was perfectly acceptable. Which it is. A lot of women can’t breast-feed their babies or choose not to. But that was not the option my grandmother preferred. And so there was Silvie, a     young witch from her own coven who’d recently miscarried a baby of her own. Besides giving me her milk, she lavished all her maternal love on me as well. She and I remain close and I still talk to her about once a week.

      She lives in Sedona now, painting wild, beautiful landscapes of the red rocks. She gives the paintings away rather than sell them, so I suspect she puts some of her magic into each one.

      “Ms. Anderson?” the voice on the phone prompted and I realized I’d been wool-gathering.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Let me see what kinds of flights are available and I’ll call you back.”

      “Thank you,” he said, sounding completely relieved.

      It was easy enough for me to arrange a flight. Halloween is more of a stay-at-home holiday than some of the other seasonal celebrations. Even on short notice, there were seats available, and because I could tap into my coven’s frequent flyer miles cache, it cost me practically nothing.

      “Maybe she’s got a secret book in that library,” my friend Luna said as she watched me pack. I’d asked her to handle any mail orders that came in while I was gone and she’d been happy to help. Her magic has to do with abundance, so she doesn’t have to work for a living, but she’s not the kind of person who can just sit around all day. She likes to make herself useful and stays busy volunteering for a whole lot of foundations and organizations. They’re lucky to have her because once she’s on board, they suddenly find their donations increasing exponentially.

      “I think she wants to talk to me,” I said. Samhain is a time when the veil between the living and the dead is very thin. People can often speak with the spirits of their dear departed, and with more sinister things as well. My mother had eventually moved on, so I could no longer speak with her, but my grandmother was still around. “I have you to watch out for,” she usually said when I encouraged her to transition.

      I suspected Violet would be the same way. She and my grandmother were twins and it was spooky how alike they were.

      Luna snorted at that but she knew exactly what I was talking about. Her abuela haunted the antique store her mother ran, and the two seemed mired in a long-running battle of wills over business practices. I’d actually witnessed an incident where her mother Luz had started telekinetically throwing small objects around at her mother, and I had left as fast as I could to avoid getting caught in the crossfire.

      “Well, have a good time,” Luna said cheerfully. “And don’t worry about the orders.”
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      Don’t worry is one of those admonitions that’s easier said than done. I run a mail order herb business with teas and ceremonial candles sold on the side. I craft everything myself from sources I trust. (The beekeeper who supplies my wax has been in business for almost 150 years. His magic is longevity.) I operate on razor-thin profit margins and if the least little thing happens, like a breakdown in the supply chain, it can wipe out a whole lot of cash. On the other hand, with Luna temporarily in charge, I suspected that orders would flood in, so I tried not to stress.

      Violet’s lawyer met me at the airport. He couldn’t have been thirty, which meant that he was straight out of law school and working for somebody else. “My father was your Great-Aunt’s lawyer, “ he affirmed as we drove out of the airport and transitioned to surface streets.

      “But you got stuck with me,” I said, looking at him sideways. He blushed.

      “My father thinks it would be good for me to get more experience on the client side,” he said.

      “I don’t blame you for wanting to stay away from people,” I said. “People always make things messy.”

      He brightened at that. “Exactly,” he said. And that broke the ice and he became positively chatty as we headed for the center of town toward the house I’d inherited. If I knew my Violet, it would be located at the exact center of town or over a ley line or something. As we drove past the town’s old cemetery—the kind with stone angels and mausoleums and old trees planted among the monuments—I nearly gasped. The trees were all in their full color, shedding across the stone markers and metal plaques. It was terribly Gothic and quite beautiful.

      The lawyer—whose name was Forrest—asked me if I was superstitious.

      “Not particularly,” I said.

      “Good,” he said, “because here we are.”
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      The house looked more or less like the photos Forrest had sent, although in the bright sunshine it looked less quirky and more derelict. “I think I should have booked a motel room,” I said to Forrest.

      “No, no,” he said. “Really, it’s much nicer on the inside.”

      I had my doubts, but I followed him in and as he flicked the light switch, I saw that he hadn’t been exaggerating too much. We were in the middle of what could only be called a foyer, with a grand carved banister curving up into the darkness of the second floor. True, about half the stairs were missing and others were broken, with sharp wooden shards sticking up at random intervals. But I could see the entrances into both the dining room and the living room and they looked tidy and welcoming, with natural light streaming in through the windows.

      “Why don’t you give me the grand tour,” I said to Forrest and he eagerly took me through the house, showing me the 19th century touches that made it special. I was amazed to see that there was a huge herb garden I the back with stone paths separating the different areas, although it was badly overgrown.

      “Ms. Robinette liked to garden,” Forrest said. “I can find someone to get out here and clean things up for you.”

      “Least of my worries, Forrest,” I said absently because my eyes had been caught by a lush rose bush filled with full-blown blossoms of a gorgeous peachy pink. It had been a frosty fall. They should have already been dormant.

      I went over to the bush to smell the flowers and caught a whiff of…something dark, the smell like an old root cellar where something has rotted. Forrest didn’t seem to be aware of it, which made me think it was magickal in origin.

      We went back into the house through the kitchen door and I examined the appliances neatly laid out on the counter by the sink. There was a one-cup drip coffee maker, an Air Fryer and     an Instant Pot. There was also a popcorn maker, a six-slice programmable toaster that looked like it belonged on the space station, a waffle baker, a food processer, a juicer and an immersion blender. I had a feeling if I looked under the shelves beneath the counter I would find a pasta maker and a pizza stone and a George Foreman grill.

      The woman liked her kitchen gadgets.

      Weirdly, they all looked like they’d never been used.

      “Do you need any kitchen stuff?” I asked Forrest.

      “What?” he asked. And then I saw him flick his eyes over the array of machines on display.

      “My girlfriend really likes making smoothies in the morning,” he said timidly.

      I pointed to the juicer. “It’s yours,” I said. “And anything else you might be able to use.”

      “You don’t need a juicer?” he said.

      “No,” I said.

      “Thanks,” he said, and picked it up. “What’s this?” he said, pointing to another contraption that was between the juicer and the waffle baker.

      I looked at it. “I think it’s a sandwich press,” I said. “You could probably make awesome grilled cheese sandwiches with it.” He looked intrigued. Because who doesn’t like grilled cheese sandwiches?

      “My girlfriend is a vegan,” he said reluctantly.

      “I bet a grilled veggie sandwich would be awesome,” I said.

      “She’s also gluten-free,” he said.

      “Take the sandwich press, Forrest,” I said. “You guys can figure it out.” So he took that too because I can be very persuasive when I want to be. My magic lies in the realm of communications. My grandmother always told me I should go into something like advertising or journalism where I could use my gift. But what can I say? I like plants and candles.

      Forrest had given me a little tourist map of the city—a lot of people stopped here on their way to bigger cities to shop the town’s antique stores in search of hidden treasures. Of course all the store owners were selling their good stuff on eBay and Etsy and thanks to Antiques Roadshow, they all knew the difference between cool-looking junk and stuff that was actually worth something, but still, looking around was fun.

      The map showed all the touristy stuff but also marked the supermarkets and drug stores, so I found there was a small market in walking distance and loaded up on supplies for the time being. To my delight, the store had an in-house bakery with baguettes and demi-baguettes and crusty ciabatta and I returned home with about ten pounds of bread and an equal amount of cheese and olive oil. Yes, I could live on bead and cheese alone. Don’t judge.

      I’d also picked up some premade salad kits and a little basket of cherry tomatoes for roughage. Because while I can live on bread and cheese, I try to throw in vegetables as often as I can. Type 2 diabetes runs in my family. Of course, that hadn’t stopped me from picking up a sack of tiny lemon cookies that had been on sale at the register.

      I was putting things away when a woman’s voice broke the silence.

      “Your aunt was very fond of those cookies,” she said, sounding amused.

      I wasn’t quite as started as I might have been because I had sensed that there was a hovering presence inside the house, but I still spun around and dropped the bag of cookies on the floor.

      “Hello,” I said to the girl standing there. She was stunningly beautiful, her heart-shaped face framed by a mass of dark curls cascading almost to her waist.

      “I’m Mary,” she said, sounding anxious. “Your aunt said I could live here as long as I want.”

      I thought that the word “live” might be kind of inaccurate since she was obviously a ghost, but she didn’t look like any ghost I’d ever seen. Yes, her bare feet didn’t actually touch the floor. And yes, she was wearing the plain white nightgown she’d apparently died in, but she was disturbingly corporeal—nothing wraithlike or shadowy about her.

      “I’m Violet,” I said. “I’m just here through Halloween.” That seemed to reassure her but I knew at some point I was going to have to break the news that I was selling the place and she’d either have to move on or deal with the new owner.

      “How long have you lived in the house,” I said as I opened up the cookies and offered them to her out of habit.

      “No thank you,” she said to the cookies. “I’ve been here since the turn of the century.” I figured she meant the turn of the last century because her hair style and the nightgown were so old fashioned and also her accent was pure Irish. “You don’t want to move on?” I asked.

      “Eventually,” she said. “But not before I read all the books.”

      I had seen my aunt’s library. It was a pleasant room filled with comfortable chairs and floor-to-ceiling shelves full of books, some of them quite old and valuable, others the kind of books you pick up in airport gift shops and leave behind when you finish reading them.

      “How do you manage to turn the pages?” I asked, because most of the time, ghosts can’t interact with physical objects.

      “I learned how to do it with my mind,” she said. “Now it’s quite fast.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said. “I never met anyone who could do that.”

      She shrugged. “I really love reading,” she said. “And besides the room I have here is bigger than the place my family shared when I first got to this country.” She smiled then. “And I’m not bound to the house. I’m buried across the street, so I can walk around look at the flowers and the birds and talk to the people who still live there. It’s not really that much different than when I was alive. Except I don’t have to work and I’m never hungry.” She looked a little sad when she said that and I realized there had probably been a lot of times in her life when she had been hungry.

      “Could my aunt see you?”

      “Oh yes,” Mary said. “We would often sit together and talk. She’s the one who taught me how to read.”

      “She taught me how to read too,” I said, trying not to cry. My father was essentially the only working member of a household of four and when he got home from his job, he was often exhausted. He was all mine on weekends but on week nights, it was my grandmother and great-aunt who read me bedtime stories and sounded out the words with me. I could read before I entered school. That made me feel really special, and not just different because I didn’t have a mom like all the other kids did.

      “I’m glad you were friends,” I said. “She was a lovely woman.”

      “Yes,” Mary said. “Which is why you need to do something about the man who murdered her.”
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      “Murdered?” I said, because that was the first I’d heard of it. “The autopsy said she died of pneumonia.”

      Mary scoffed. “Violet was never sick a day in her life.”

      Which was true. But she’d been in her late eighties, so there was no reason to think she hadn’t succumbed to natural causes.

      “How was she murdered?” I asked.

      “That’s not the right question to ask, Violet. It’s who murdered her.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s why.”

      “You better sit down,” she said, motioning to a kitchen chair. “This could take a while to explain.”

      I followed her direction, wildly curious. First she told me that my namesake had not stuck around, but had transitioned immediately, eager to reunite with her loved ones and avid to start her next adventure.

      So she hadn’t wanted to talk to me, I thought with a pang of disappointment.

      Then she meandered into a discussion of how my aunt left the house in its outwardly ramshackle state to avoid predators.

      “You mean like thieves?” I asked her.

      “Thieves and others who meant to do her ill,” Mary said darkly.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, and I really didn’t. Maybe the land the house was sitting on had some value but not that many people would be in the market for a fixer-upper located right across from a cemetery.

      “The house was built by a family named     Zarco,” she began, “to house three generations. They were rich and nobody could figure out where they had made their money. People said that Mr. Zarco had been a war profiteer, but when they said that they whispered.”

      “What war was that?” I asked.

      “The War between the States,” she said.

      The Civil War. Of course…

      “But the family spread its money around like manure in the fields and after a while the whisper stopped.”

      “And you went to work for them,” I said.

      “Yes,” she said simply and for a moment, I didn’t think she was going to continue. “They weren’t nice people,” she said. “Mr. Zarco was married to a woman who came from London, a woman who hated the Irish with every drop of blood in her veins.”

      “Who hated you,” I said, thinking that Mrs. Zarco had probably also hated her because she was so beautiful.

      “Yes,” she said. “But I needed the job, so I just tried to do my chores and stay out of her way.”

      “And out of his way,” I said.

      “He wasn’t interested in me,” she said. “All he cared about was making more money and hoarding it like a dragon.”

      I could see the memories were still painful for her—after all this time—but before I could stop her, she went on. ”It wasn’t the master any of us had to worry about, nor the mistress neither. It was their son William. He was handsome as the devil and he had the powers.”

      Powers. The word resonated with me. “Dark powers?” I asked.

      “He could raise the dead,” she said. “I saw him do it. He brought his grandfather right out of his tomb and made him dance until what was left of his skeleton shivered apart and fell into a heap. And he laughed while he was doing it.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said.

      “He was a horrible person,” she said. “And no one could gainsay him.” She paused for a moment. “No one could deny him.” She looked at me then, her eyes huge. “Especially not me. He was so very handsome, you see. And he said such pretty things to me. Such tender, loving lies.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, because I already knew how this story was going to end.

      “I went to him when I knew I was going to have a child. He looked at me as if I was a smear of dog filth on his shoe and he said that a slut like me should know what to do next.” Tears trembled in her eyes. “I was a good girl Violet. But I loved him.”

      “He didn’t deserve you,” I said, rising to hug her. I had expected to feel like I was hugging air, but she felt alive and she hugged back.

      “He’s still here,” she whispered into my ear. I pulled back.

      “In the house?” I asked horrified.

      She shook her head. “In the city. William Zarco murdered your aunt.”

      It took me a second to process that.

      “He’s still alive?”

      “His magic sustains him,” she confirmed.

      “That’s some pretty serious dark magic,” I said. She just looked at me.

      “How do you think he killed her?”

      “Magic,” she said. “I cannot be more specific.”

      “How did Violet come to own the house?” I asked.

      “I was getting to that,” she said primly, as if I was the one who was leading the conversation off on a tangent.

      “William’s older brother Jonathan inherited the house, but lost the deed in a card game. William tried to buy it back, but the new owner hated his family after being swindled in a business deal. He and his wife moved in and it’s been in his family ever since.”

      “Until my aunt bought it.”

      “Yes,” she said. “The owners were growing old and had no heirs. They sold it to your aunt and moved.”

      “And you were here when they lived here?”

      She nodded. “No one ever sensed my presence and they hardly ever went into the library. They used my room for storage, so they hardly ever went in there either. I don’t need lamplight to read, so we coexisted quite comfortably.”

      “And William never bothered them?”

      “If he did, I never heard of it,” she said.

      “Hmmmm,” I said. So my reason here had to do with William. There must have been a reason my aunt left her unfinished business to me. In the meantime, if I was going to be staying here for the next few weeks, I needed to get some basic repairs done. It might look okay from the inside, but just walking up to the front porch gave me the creeps.

      It was the dog that finally explained things to me
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      There’s no fence around the property so people are free to step off the sidewalk onto the lawn or let their dogs pee on the grass or dig at the roots of the plants there.     The first time I saw the dog, a shaggy Border Collie mix of some kind, I just shooed her away. The next time I had to chase her off, she pooped as a goodbye gift.

      But the third time I went charging out to yell at her to get off the property, she surprised me by dropping a bone at my feet and looking up at me l like she wanted me to pet her.

      “I am not going to pet you,” I said. “You’re destroying the rose bushes.”

      For answer, she just nudged the bone closer to me. There was something about the action that suggested she wasn’t just trying to offer me the remnants of someone’s T-bone steak, so I looked at it more closely.

      It wasn’t an animal bone. It was a small human leg bone—a child’s—that had been painstakingly inscribed with symbols and runic emblems and what looked like tiny letters.

      “You see,” the dog said in my mind, her voice light and feminine.

      “I see,” I said aloud. “Thank you.”

      She wagged her tail and bounded away as I said, “Wait.”

      Yes, I can talk to animals sometimes if they want to talk to me. Communication magic, remember?

      I brought the bone inside and put it on the kitchen table. Mary appeared at my elbow and stared down at it, careful not to touch it.

      “The dog brought that to you?”

      “Her name is Molly,” I said, not really knowing how I knew that. “Is there a magnifying glass around here anywhere?”

      “Violet kept extra reading glasses in the junk drawer,” Mary said. I looked and there they were. I put them on and things zoomed closer. I sat down to really study the bone. It didn’t look like it had been buried for long but it was dirty. The symbols didn’t mean anything to me.

      “I don’t know what any of this is,” I said, “but it looks like magic to me.”

      Mary looked at me like, “Off course it’s magic.”

      “Excuse me a sec,” I said. “I need to make a phone call.” I dialed Luna’s number, wondering if she was up yet. She answered on the first ring.

      “Hey Violet, how’s it going?”

      “It’s kind of weird,” I said, knowing that would grab her attention. Luna loves weird stuff.

      “Like what.”

      “I’m going to send you some pictures,” I said. “Call me back after you’ve had a chance to look at them.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      While I waited for her to get back to me, I rummaged around in the pantry until I found a paper carton of salt. I put the bone in a baggie and then submerged it in salt. My phone rang a moment later. It was Luna, and she was so excited she didn’t even bother with a greeting. “I showed your pictures to Leo,” she said, “and he said to get out of there immediately.”

      Luna’s brother tends to be a bit of a drama queen.

      “Not an option,” I said.

      “In that case, you need to find a necromancer.”

      “Whoa,” I said. “I don’t think the guy I’m dealing with is dead.”

      “I think you might be wrong about that,” she said. “Where did you find the bone?”

      “A dog dug it up,” I said.

      “You need to talk to the dog.”

      “I’ll call you back,” I said and rang off.

      “What did your friend have to say?” Mary asked.

      “She says we need a necromancer.”

      Mary made the sign of the cross.

      “We don’t really need a necromancer,” I assured her. “Once Samhain gets here, I can talk to my aunt and she can sort all this out.”

      “But she’s already moved on,” Mary said.

      Oh yeah. I’d forgotten about that. “Then we’ll find someone else to talk to. And that’s when someone knocked on my front door. Mary and I looked at each other. “I’ll be right back,” I said.

      I opened the front door to find a fair-haired guy wearing a handyman belt standing on my porch.

      “Hi,” he said. “Molly told me you     might need me.”

      I looked at him and his toolbelt and the truck he’d parked in front of the house that said E-Z-Fix.

      “Your dog told you I needed a handman?”

      “She’s not really my dog,” the guy said, “she just sort of lives with me.”

      “You’d better come in,” I said.

      As he went through the front door, a shard of wood split off and fell into the entryway. He nonchalantly snapped his fingers and the shard leapt back into place, a piece of gleaming wood looking like it must have when the house was first built.

      I might have goggled at him. “I fix things,” he said and then followed me into the kitchen. There was no sign of Mary but the baggie of salt with the bone buried in it was still there.

      “That’s it?” he asked.

      I nodded. He reached into the bag and pulled out the bone. I half expected it to burst into flames or something but all that happened was he brushed the dirt off and examined it closely. He was reading it, I realized.

      Finally he put it down and went over to the sink to wash his hands. As he dried them meticulously on a paper towel, I could see he had some sort of tattoo on the inside of both wrists.     Eyes, I saw.

      “I would advise you to get out of the house,” he said.

      “I can’t do that,” I said. “My great-aunt left me this house.”

      “Violet died a week ago,” he said. “That’s an unusually short probate period.”

      I shrugged. “What can I tell you? I got a call from a lawyer telling me I had inherited and here I am.”

      “So you are,” he said and looked me up and down speculatively. And I felt his gaze like a physical touch.

      That’s weird, I thought, but it was not an unpleasant feeling. “I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, “but who are you?”

      “My name is Gabriel,” he said. “Violet and I were colleagues.”

      “You’re a witch?” I said.

      ‘No,” he said, and somehow I knew that was all he was going to say.

      “There’s a dark mage out there who wants you dead. He killed Violet to get the house and he won’t hesitate to get you.”

      Put that way, it sounded pretty personal.

      “But what’s so special about this house? And why now? My aunt’s been living here for at least 15 years.”

      Gabriel looked past me and out toward the front door, which faced the cemetery. “The souls in the cemetery are like a battery feeling power into this house. Violet was strong enough to soak up the power and use it to keep him out. She protected the whole town.”

      “And that’s why he killed her?”

      “He’s been trying for a long time,” Gabriel explained. “And he finally found the right spell.” He pointed toward the bone on the table. “The magic on that bone is ancient. And potent.”

      I wanted to say, “I don’t understand,” again but unfortunately, some things were beginning to clear up. “My aunt stipulated that I couldn’t sell this house until after Samhain, until after I’d lived here.”

      “That makes sense,” Gabriel said. “Tomorrow, you’ll be able to kill him.”

      “I really don’t want to murder anyone,” I said.

      “You don’t have much of a choice,” he said. “And he would not hesitate to kill you.”

      He was looking at me intensely, like he was trying to peer into my soul. “I would not like that,” he added and though it was just five words, it felt like a promise of some sort.

      “I wouldn’t either,” I said, because my default option is always to joke when things get too intense.

      Gabriel looked at me without saying anything. I realized his wyes were very, very blue.

      “I’m going to need some help,” I said.
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      After Gabriel left, Mary returned to the kitchen, where I was drinking a cup of coffee I’d brewed in the one-cup coffee maker. It was terrible, watery and weak. “Do you have any idea why my aunt had so many appliances?” I asked her. “I’ve never seen this much kitchen stuff outside of a home goods store.” It’s true, but then I’m a pretty minimalist cook. I have a hand-held mixer, a toaster oven and a set of wooden spoons. I just couldn’t see hand washing all those delicate parts.

      “I think they were related to her magic,” Mary said. “People would bring her their old broken things and she’d make them new and shiny and give them back.”

      A useful skill but that still didn’t explain why she had so many extra gadgets around. But maybe she hadn’t gotten around to giving them back before William killed her.

      “Do you know if there’s a crystal store anywhere in town?” I asked Mary.

      “A store that sells rocks?” she asked, sounding confused.

      “Never mind,” I said and picked up my phone to call Luna again.

      “Did you find a necromancer?” she asked.

      “I found a handyman,” I said. “And his dog.”

      “Okay,” she said after a pause.

      “I’ll explain later,” I said. “But right now I need you to go into my spare bedroom and pack up my altar and ship it to me here.”

      “Express?” she said.

      “Fast as you can,” I said. “I need it tomorrow.”

      “On it,” she said and ended the call. Three hours later, at close to five o’clock, an unmarked black sedan pulled up and a guy in a black suit got out, carrying a large cardboard carton that looked heavy. “Ms. Anderson?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Please sign here,” he said. I did and he handed me the box and walked back to his car.

      Wow, I thought. It pays to have friends who have a black credit card.

      I unpacked the altar in what was originally a small breakfast room between the kitchen and the main dining room.

      “Pretty,” Mary said as I laid out my crystals and filled my small bowls with rock salt and herbs. After that, I smudged the whole downstairs, even though the smell of burning sage makes my throat close up.

      Mary was bemused by the whole process.

      “I thought the angel was going to help you,” she said.

      “Is that what he is?”

      She nodded solemnly. “And his dog, too.”

      “He says Molly isn’t his dog.”

      I had to take her word for the angel part. Gabriel and Molly were some flavor of uncanny but I’d never encountered angels before.

      “I’m afraid,” she said softly.

      “I am too,” I said, wondering what she had to e afraid of since she was already dead.

      “I don’t want to see William again,” she said.

      “If he shows his face around here, he’s going to get a very nasty surprise,” I said—with     more confidence than I actually felt.

      And just then we heard someone knocking at the door again. We both tensed up and glanced at the clock.

      Where’s Gabriel? I wondered. Because I didn’t have anything even close to a plan.

      But I went to the door and opened it.

      The man on the other side of the door looked like the late, great Max von Sydow—tall and gaunt and dressed in an out of fashion black suit.

      William? I wondered because I realized I’d never asked Mary what he actually looked like.

      “Violet Victoria Anderson?” he said, as if filling out a census form.

      “Yes,” I said again and got ready to close the door.

      My name is John,” he said. “I’m from Chicago.”

      “And I’m from Seattle,” I said, somewhat baffled. He looked at me a moment.

      “It’s code,” he said finally.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t get the memo.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” he said and blasted me with a flash of magic.

      I immediately responded to block it. “What the hell?”

      “Leo sent me,” he said, and sent another wave of magic my way.

      “Then why are you shooting magic at me?”

      “How do I know you’re you?” he said. “Leo sent you a code.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Stand back and I’ll call him.”

      I wasn’t really sure the man in black was going to stop his assault, but the sight of me calling Leo must have assured him that I was the right Violet Anderson.

      I had Luna’s brother on speed-dial because he’s very protective of her and all her friends and this wasn’t the first time he’d tried to help me out of some sort of supernatural jam.

      Only this time, I apparently needed all the help I could get.

      “Leo?” I said when he came on the line.

      “Hey Violet,” he said. “Is my guy there yet?”

      “You need to talk to your guy,” I said and handed the phone over to John. He explained the situation to Leo who yelled at him loud enough I could hear him through the speaker, and then he handed the phone back to me.

      “I have to say, I am not too impressed John,” I said.

      “I don’t usually make mistakes like that,” he said. “My apologies.”

      “Not accepted,” I said. He looked confused so I continued. “You’re not really sorry you nearly blasted me out of existence, but you don’t want me to think you make mistakes like that often, so you’re just saying words in hopes I’ll forgive you.”

      To his credit, John looked abashed. “I really am here to help you.”

      “But a minute ago you were ready to end me.”

      “It’s been a strange week,” he said like that was somehow my fault.

      He looked over my shoulder. “Hello,” he said.

      “Good afternoon,” Mary said.

      So he could see her too. Good to know.
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      I turned John over to Mary and returned to my altar. I had preparations to make. Gabriel and Molly came by later and Molly sniffed John and apparently approved of his scent because Gabriel shook his hand and conferred with him in a low voice, every so often glancing as Mary and me. She was getting more and more nerved up as the clock ticked toward midnight.

      While we waited, Gabriel prowled around the house, touching things and restoring them to their former glory. A clouded mirror cleared and brightened as he touched it, its gilt wood frame brightening as the cracks and chips repaired themselves. Where he stepped the dirty and broken tiles in the foyer were restored and I could see that what I’d taken for light gray stone was in fact a delicate rose pink marble.

      Where he touched the walls, the faded wallpaper blossomed with color and life. A little gaudy for my tastes, but it looked like it had just been pasted to the walls.

      “Not to complain,” I said, “but why are you wasting your time? I’m just going to sell this place after we’ve dispatched William Zarco.”

      Gabriel looked at me. “You’re not going to sell this house,” he said, sounding sure.

      “Is that some sort of Jedi mind trick you’re trying to pull,” I said, sounding crankier than I meant to.

      “You misunderstand,” he said. “This is the home you’ve been looking for your whole life. This is where your destiny lies.” He touched the bottom of the handrail leading to the dark second floor and suddenly it was transformed into satiny dark wood that smelled faintly of beeswax furniture polish.

      “I always wanted a destiny,” I said.

      “I know,” he said. And he smiled at me. Despite the tension, despite the clock ticking closer to “the witching hour,” I basked in that smile.

      “Are you part of my destiny, Gabriel?”

      He looked surprise. “Of course I am.” He looked over at Molly, who was sitting at John’s feet as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Mary thinks you’re an angel,” I said.

      “I am many things,” he said. “We can talk about it sometime.”

      “I look forward to that,” I said, wondering what was going on with me, virtually pledging my soul to a guy I’d just met who might or might not be an angel.

      For a moment, time seemed to stand still.

      And then Molly started barking.

      It was midnight.

      It was Samhain.
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      You would think that four against one was good odds. That we should have squashed William like a bug. But as it turned out, things weren’t that straightforward. For one thing, Leo had been right about us needing a necromancer. Because when William came, he did not come alone.

      He showed up at the head of a phalanx of lost souls, miserable, wraith-like creatures who seemed as mindless as zombies, creatures bent to his will with no other purpose.

      John blasted a few of them back to their graves, but more of them kept coming.

      Molly rushed off the porch to attack, her teeth bared, an unearthly light shining from her eyes. William batted her aside as easily as brushing away a gnat. She hit the ground with a thud and yelped, but by then, William was close enough that I could feel the sheer power surrounding him and it made me dizzy.

      Mary had said he was a handsome devil and if ever there was an apt description, that was it. His face was all sharp angles and burning eyes, his hair dark as a raven’s wing. He looked Byronic, like a certain sparkling vampire. And on his face was an expression of sheer, demonic glee.

      He’s enjoying himself, I thought as I blasted him with every ounce of energy I had and it changed to mist before it reached him, affecting him no more than a gentle spatter against his skin.

      Gabriel’s eye tattoos were blazing as he held up his hands but the waves of magic he was visibly blasting simply bent around William’s form.

      This guy is overpowered, I thought with despair. He doesn’t need the leylines. And suddenly, it was like a light switch went on inside my head. He didn’t need the leylines, but maybe I could use them. I reached out with my senses to see if I could connect, but it was like trying to hold onto a live wire. I couldn’t do it. The sizzling power burned me to the core. I gasped and nearly collapsed.

      William’s smile broadened. He sensed victory.

      “You’re not nearly the challenge your aunt was,” he said.

      Trash talking. That was how he wanted to play it.

      I wanted to spit at him, to yell back some defiant phrase but all I had the energy to do was hold off the magic that was flowing from him.

      And I knew I couldn’t do it much longer, not even with the others helping.

      And then I felt Mary move past me.

      “No,” Mary said. “No.”

      And with that she floated out the door and down the porch steps and right up to William. Hovering as she was, she was eye to eye with the man who had seduced and left her. He seemed quite amused to see her.

      “Little Mary,” he said chuckling. “What are you doing here?”

      “Ending you,” she said simply, and raised her right hand, which she had been hiding in the folds of her nightgown. In it was an elaborate silver fork.

      Which she plunged into his eye with enough force to drive the tines into his brain.

      Where did she get that fork, was my first thought and my second was, how was she able to pick it up? And then all of us poured everything we had at him. As he howled in anguish, reflexively clawing at the utensil wedged in his skull, the bone began to smoke. And then his skull sort of glowed and then he exploded, sending chunks of his vile flesh all over.

      Eeuw.

      For a moment, everyone just stood there stunned, a tableau of disbelief.

      “Is it over?” John asked.

      “Yes,” Mary said firmly, “It’s over.”

      Molly raised her head as Gabriel rushed over to her and licked his hand. Reassured, he turned to me, gathering me into a hug that went on and on.

      Not that I was complaining.

      “I’m all right,” I finally said, and pulled away to see how the others were doing. John was looking at Mary with something akin to awe.

      “How did you pick up that fork?” I asked her.

      “I really wanted to,” she said, “so I did it with my mind.”

      “You saved us all,” I said, feeling just the teeniest bit disappointed because who doesn’t want to be the hero of their own movie?

      She smiled but didn’t answer, just turned and floated back into the house. John followed her like a pilgrim.

      “That’s kind of unexpected,” I said to Gabriel as I watched the necromancer catch up with the ghost.

      “How did you think it was going to end?” he asked.

      “With all of us dead and Mary…gone.”

      “I can suffer,” he said, “but I can’t be killed.”

      “You might have mentioned that earlier,” I said. “I wouldn’t have wasted any energy worrying about you.”

      “You were worried about me?” he asked.

      “Well, of course I was. You’re my destiny after all.”

      I turned to Molly and asked her in my mind if it was all right for me to borrow Gabriel for the rest f the night. She graciously agreed. I took him into the room I was using as a bedroom and we explored the nuances of being each other’s destiny for a few hours before falling asleep with Molly guarding the door.

      Both were gone in the morning before I woke, but Gabriel had left me a note, promising he would be back later.

      I hoped he would bring some coffee. For all my aunt’s mastery of machine magic, she really hadn’t fixed that coffee machine.
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      It was late morning when Gabriel drove up and parked in front of my 19th century folly of a house with its stained glass window over the door and its little attic room that had a fantastic view of the town. I could hear Mary in the kitchen, talking with John as he ate a late breakfast as if nothing unusual had happened the night before.

      I walked out on the porch to greet him as he got out of the car and it felt natural—like we’d been greeting each other like this forever.

      Molly was with him and she jumped out the passenger door as he opened it for her and ran over to me to greet me as if I’d been away at the wars. No matter what else Molly was, part of her was all dog.

      Gabriel grinned at her enthusiasm, then went around to the back of his truck to fetch his enormous tool box.

      “Where do you want me to start?” he said, looking up at my house.

      “Anywhere you want,” I said.
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        Ignorance can be deadly!

      

      

      In an effort to protect his daughter, John made a costly decision. He refused to tell his daughter about her true origins. Because of his lies, Lauren has been targeted by a vicious cult. Truth shall had set her free, or at least save her from madness.  Now it’s up to her grandmother to undo the damage cause by the cult.
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      The restraints were secure around Lauren’s wrists and ankles. They were the only things holding her to the seat as her unconscious body draped over the metal chair. Her bare feet were immersed in six inches of water. It had to be a dream, or maybe a nightmare. Lauren could feel her toes going numb, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t even open her eyes. It felt like a heavy blanket laid over her, blocking all her senses.

      “Wake up, little one,” a male voice said in the distance. “I know you can hear me.”

      Lauren wanted to wake up, but somewhere deep in her mind a voice begged her not to. She couldn’t understand the fear holding her back. The voice sounded pleasant, almost familiar.

      “Now, now. We can do this the easy way or the hard one.” The man chuckled. “What am I saying? It would all be hard.”

      Excruciating screams filled the air, and they were followed by that same chuckle, which played on repeat. It took Lauren a few minutes to understand she was the one screaming. Her entire body was on fire. It felt like the most painful sunburn she had ever experienced. Her mind told her to sleep, to ignore the pain.

      “I said wake up,” the voice commanded, slapping her across the face.

      Lauren forced her eyelids to open. Her brain was still on strike, refusing to make sense of the scene in front of her. She was in a small, dingy room with low lighting, and she was being electrocuted by Ronald.

      “What’s going on?” Lauren’s throat was raw from all the screams ripped from it, all of which she barely remembered.

      “I’m doing my community service, but this time it’s for the world,” Ronald replied. “I’m getting rid of your kind.”

      “My kind?” Lauren asked. “What do you mean?”

      Ronald was wearing a large raincoat with rubber boots and black rubber gloves. A pair of dirty safety glasses hung loosely from his face. Holding a pair of rusty scissors that were larger than daggers, he made his way around Lauren. Ronald leaned close to Lauren and cut a piece of her curly hair. Lauren tried to wiggle away from him, but Ronald held her in place by pulling her hair.

      Lauren’s brain worked in slow motion. She couldn’t understand why Ronald was doing this to her. Tears rolled down her face as goose bumps covered her body.

      “Is this because I’m bi-racial?” Lauren tried to rationalize her situation.

      “Don’t play dumb with me,” Ronald replied. “You know exactly what runs down your veins, you filth. You are an abomination to this world. Like all your kind, you will bleed for your sins.”

      “What sins?” Lauren whined. “I thought we were friends.”

      “I could never be friends with the likes of you,” Ronald replied. “I will ascend to the highest level of my sect after I get rid of you. Your disgusting flesh will join the rest on these walls.”

      Lauren could not swallow. Her mind spun, and she tried not to puke. The ropes cut into her flesh, making the skin purple—a hard thing to see with her mocha complexion. The room was spinning, and Lauren could hear the screams coming from the walls.

      Father, please let it not be human skins, Lauren prayed to herself.

      “Ronald, you need help,” Lauren said.

      “Me?” Ronald laughed in her face. “Last time I checked, you’re the one tied to that chair. I would like to say this won’t be painful, but it would be a lie. You will suffer for hours to come.”

      Ronald walked over to a stain-covered table. From her angle, Lauren couldn’t tell if the stains were blood or dirt. It didn’t matter. The intent was the same. Ronald was nuts. She screamed as loud as she could, but Ronald only laughed in response.

      “Scream,” he told her. “I love the taste of fear. But trust me, nobody will ever hear you.”

      Lauren started hyperventilating, her breath nothing more than short pants, and she couldn’t focus on her sight. Ronald crossed the room, his fingertips gripping her cheeks so hard he bruised them as he raised her face. He held a sharp sculpting knife in his right hand and dragged the blade down her forehead. The pain was overwhelming, and Lauren lost control of her bodily functions. Urine ran down her legs, and she howled as Ronald dug the blade deeper.

      Heat waves radiated from Lauren’s body, but she had no idea where they came from. As the pain increased, Lauren unleashed the anger, fear, and hatred until it flew from her body. With no warning, Ronald slammed against the far wall. Lauren watched in horror as, layer by layer, Ronald was skinned alive.

      Ronald’s screams matched Lauren’s then. Energy radiated like the fallout of a nuclear explosion. Light blinded Lauren, and Ronald’s screams faded in the background. There was nothing left of Lauren’s emotional or physical energy, and she passed out.
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        * * *

      

      “Lord, what happened to these people?” said a man.

      “This is a nightmare,” a woman replied.

      “Help,” Lauren said, but the word was barely audible.

      “Ma’am, you are okay,” a soft voice whispered in her ear. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      Lauren struggled to open her eyes. She couldn’t focus on anything. A man carried her out of the room, and her mouth dropped in shock. The place was a battlefield. Blood and bones were the only thing remaining of the former Ronald. Even the wallpaper—or whatever it was—bled nonstop. Lauren could still hear the low screams coming from them. She was limp in the arms of the strangers, unable to move or think.

      “I have a survivor,” the man screamed as they reached the outside world.

      Footsteps rushed in their direction, and Lauren was handed over to two more sets of hands before she was laid on a hard surface. Blankets covered her blistered skin next, but it changed very little because nothing made sense at this point. The stars were shining with a pleasant glow, a direct contrast to the grim scene around Lauren. Two men approached her cautiously, and she immediately started hyperventilating again.

      “Ma’am, can we ask you a few questions?” an older gentleman asked.

      Lauren struggled to speak and only nodded.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” the gentleman continued. “Did you know the other victim?”

      “His name is … or was Ronald,” Lauren whispered. “I went to school with him.”

      Tears threatened to escape her eyes, but she forced them shut.

      “Can you tell us who did this to you guys?” the gentleman prodded.

      “There wasn’t anyone else in there,” Lauren replied. “Ronald brought me here and tried to kill me.”

      “But who killed Ronald?” the second gentleman inquired.

      “I don’t know,” Lauren cried. “He just started disintegrating in front of me.”

      “That’s impossible,” the second one said.

      “Do you think I did it?” Lauren fired back. “I tortured myself, skinned Ronald, and then tied myself back up. Really?”

      “We are not saying that, ma’am,” the older man jumped in. “We’re just trying to find the person who did all this to you.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” Lauren screamed.

      Lauren’s breathing came in brief bursts. The world around her spun, and she couldn’t focus. Paramedics rushed to her side, pushing the cops aside in their hurry to get to her. They placed oxygen on her mouth and nose, and a cool towel over her forehead.

      “Enough. She needs medical treatment,” one paramedic told the cops. “We’re taking her in.”

      Lauren closed her eyes, not uttering a single protest as the paramedics pushed the gurney along. Cops and investigators swarmed the area. The outside of the house matched the inside. Blood splatter everywhere. It was hard to miss the location.
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      In the middle of the night, the small hospital was usually deserted, but not this evening. No, it was buzzing with people. It wasn’t every day the staff received the survivor of a vicious act. Nobody was sure what to do with the remains of the other victims. The coroner had collected as much of the tissues, bones, and muscles as she could. Without damaging the evidence, they would need a vacuum to collect the rest. It was the most gruesome scene any of the first responders had ever witnessed. The shock from what happened was spreading across the community. The real questions on everyone’s mind was: where was the killer and how had the poor girl survived?

      John, Lauren’s father, paced the hallways of the hospital waiting for answers. The nighttime nurses avoided making eye contact with him because they had no answers. As soon as they brought Lauren in, she started screaming. She pointed at everyone she saw and screamed about monsters being there. One of the older volunteers offered to comfort her. Instead, she attacked him, claiming he was the devil himself and wanted her soul. The intensity of her screams shattered glass and a few light bulbs. A few innocent bystanders passed out from the power.

      “John, thank you for coming,” the doctor said.

      “Doctor, what is going on?” John asked, running his hands through his disheveled hair. “Nobody will talk to me. I’m not allowed to see Lauren. Please help me.”

      “Lauren was brought in a couple of hours ago,” the doctor explained.

      “How is she?” the desperate father inquired.

      “She suffered a few cracked ribs, burns, cuts, and bruises.” John inhaled and held back the tears as the news hit him. “That’s not my concern. She’s healing faster than anything I have ever seen. At this rate, there will be no physical damage by the morning.”

      “How is that possible?” John asked.

      “You can thank God because we have no clue,” the doctor admitted. “I wish her emotional and mental health was healing as quickly.”

      “What do you mean?” John leaned in.

      “We had to sedate her,” the doctor admitted. “It took five people to restrain her. She attacked everyone that got close to her. After what she experienced, I don’t blame her. But the attacks were not the worst … it was the things she was claiming. John, Lauren sounded like she was possessed.”

      “Possessed?” John backed away from the doctor. “Is that your medical diagnosis?”

      “Of course not,” the doctor said. “I’m a man of science. I’m speaking as a concerned father. I have a daughter myself. Her situation is rare. She’s going to need constant care, and you might need help. Something to think about.”

      The doctor was summoned away, leaving John with his thoughts. Constant care? John wasn’t sure what constant care meant.  Lauren was all he had after his wife died. His whole world revolved around her and her happiness. Everyone that ever met his child fell in love with her. She was the most loving and beautiful person in this world.

      Who would want to hurt his child? John asked himself for the hundredth time. Nothing made sense.

      “Mr. Moore, the doctor said you can see Lauren now,” an older nurse with deep red hair told him.

      “Thank you,” John replied, following her to the ICU.

      John’s heart broke as he saw the bruises on his daughter. They restrained her arms and legs to the hospital bed. An IV was taped to her arm, as well as wires for the monitors and scanners. John wiped the tears from his face as he reached for his daughter. He hoped whoever did this would burn in hell.

      “Honey. Lauren. Can you hear me?” John asked softly, aware it was probably false hope. “Baby, I’m so sorry.”

      Trying to avoid causing his daughter any more pain, John took her bruised hand in his. Her knuckles were bandaged, and heat radiated from her body.

      “Ahhh,” Lauren screamed as she woke up.

      Her eyes were dazed, and she thrashed around the bed trying to free herself. Her luxurious curls were now matted to her faced. Lauren growled like a wild animal, not resembling his sweet, loving child.

      “Lauren. Honey. I’m here. Please calm down,” John pleaded, trying to get a hold of her hand again.

      The sound of her father’s voice stopped Lauren’s thrashing. Her breath was ragged like she had run a few miles. John rubbed her arms like he used to do every time she woke up scared after his wife died.

      “Breathe, honey,” he begged her. “I’m here. Nothing is going to happen.”

      “Dad,” said Lauren. “They’re trying to kill me. Please don’t let them.”

      “You’re safe now.” Fresh tears ran down John’s face. “Nobody is going to hurt you.”

      “Please take me home. Get me out of here.” Lauren moved her head back and forth, not making eye contact with her dad.

      John gripped her hand as hard as he could, but the process was getting more difficult. Lauren’s body temperature continued to rise, making it even more tricky to hold her.

      “Lauren, you need to breathe, sweetie,” said John as the heat hurt his hand. “I need to get a doctor, honey. You’re burning up.”

      “No, Dad!” Lauren screamed.

      “This is dangerous for you,” John explained. “Please try to relax.”

      John stepped away from the bed. As soon as he let go of her hand, Lauren started thrashing again. She was bruising her wrists and ankles even more from the force of her pulls. John feared she wasn’t feeling pain and would break a bone trying to escape. He rushed toward the door as two nurses came in the room. One had a large syringe in her hand.

      “Nooo,” Lauren yelled. “Don’t touch me. You demons. Get away from me.”

      The nurses reached her side as Lauren’s movements threatened to capsize the bed. John rushed to her, but the doctor turned him away.

      “We got this, John,” the doctor told him. “Wait outside.”

      He was helpless. John stepped outside the room, hearing the screams from his child and unable to do anything to stop them. Losing Lauren was not an option, and he would do whatever it took to get her back to health.
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      Three Months Later

      

      The assisted living facilities in the Fort Worth area were one of a kind—focused on young adults with disabilities. Lauren’s condition had rapidly deteriorated, and her screaming spells had become a daily occurrence. The violent attacks had escalated, too. Originally, they’d been aimed at those who came in contact with her, but now she’d started scratching and cutting herself. Lauren swore things were crawling on her. In her delusional state, she refused to eat or drink, convinced it was toxic to her.

      Doctors prescribed a cocktail of drugs, from antidepressants to bipolar disorder pills. Nothing worked. John was the only one who could get near her without being attacked, at least for the first month. But that slowly changed. Lauren accused him of poisoning her.

      After her weight reached ninety-seven pounds, John asked for help. Lauren was starving herself to death. Her athletic physique disappeared until only pale, sagging skin framed her body as if she was an aging woman. The medical community recommended admitting her to a special facility, one that would provide her with constant care, and even force-feed her nutrients via IVs. The option broke John’s heart, but he was tired. There was nothing left to do.

      His daily visits turned to weekly. Nothing new ever happened with Lauren. She sat on a chair staring out of the window of her room in a hospital gown. They had to put adult diapers on her to avoid the daily accidents. The screaming and scratching spells had stopped, but so had his daughter. The medicine kept her calm but in a state of limbo. Lauren rarely recognized people at this point. The care staff were encouraging, but John lost hope.

      After his afternoon visit on Sunday, John returned to his apartment. His job offered him the option to work from home. Moving from their small town in south Texas to the Metropolis of the Dallas Fort Worth area was overwhelming. It didn’t matter. As long as Lauren could receive the care she needed, then he would endure it.

      John dropped to his chair in the living room as soon as the door closed behind him. City life was not for him. He got lucky and found a small apartment complex. The complex was two stories high, with multiple units spread around a community area. Paying for a place with a pool, gym, and basketball courts was ridiculous since John never used them. But he was able to get a first floor in a corner, making the price worth it.

      Knock, knock.

      John cringed. A knock at his door could only mean one person: Jessica, his neighbor. He was running out of excuses to push away her advances. His lack of judgment and the bottle of Johnny Walker landed him in her bed last month. Now he couldn’t get rid of her. When Lauren found out, she was going to kill him. If she ever came back.

      Knock, knock.

      Ignoring the door was not an option. His car was outside. Jessica knew he was home. Not answering meant another scene where half of the complex got an inside look at his life as she shouted from the door. John took a deep breath and swallowed the shot of tequila he left on the table before going to the facility.

      When had he become such a heavy drinker?

      The alcohol was the only thing numbing his pain.

      “Jessica, I’m not in the mood for this today,” John announced as he opened the door.

      “I really don’t want to know who Jessica is,” a tall woman with long red and purple dreads told John.

      “Adelle?” John could barely get the name out.

      The last person John expected to see was his mother-in-law. Adelle was a force of nature. With a perfect complexion a little darker than Lauren’s, it was hard to put an age on the woman. People guessed from thirty to fifty, the latter only if they knew she was a grandmother. While Adelle was all Cajun, her deceased husband and Lauren’s grandfather had been half Native American and Latin. John’s wife had inherited the best traits of both of her parents, making her breathtaking. To John’s relief, Lauren had taken after her.

      “You’re a hard man to find,” Adelle told him. “New address, new phone number. If I didn’t know any better, I would say you are avoiding me.”

      “It’s been a tough couple of months,” said John, not moving from the door.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Adelle asked.

      “Only you,” answered John, looking over her shoulder.

      Adelle didn’t need to turn around. A tall blonde and a redhead leaned against the side of a black Lexus. Neither female smiled at John.

      “I would never impose,” Adelle answered.

      John didn’t trust his mother-in-law or the circles she traveled in. Everywhere Adelle went, trouble followed. Having her in his living room was a recipe for disaster. Reluctantly, John moved out of the doorway and let her in. Adelle strolled through the threshold inspecting the small apartment, sneering at the dust-covered furniture.

      “Where is my granddaughter?” Adelle asked, not waiting for John to close the door.

      “Lauren isn’t well,” John answered.

      “You don’t say,” replied Adelle. “I gathered that much without your help. Where is she? I know she’s alive because I can feel her. But her energy is dull and weak.”

      “What are you talking about?” John asked.

      “Are we back to pretending you don’t know what we are?” Adelle asked, looking down her nose at John.

      “I don’t have time for your games and ridiculous riddles,” John answered. “They attacked Lauren a few months ago. She hasn’t been responding to treatment and her condition is getting worse.”

      “Attacked how?” Adelle stepped inside John’s personal space, making him tremble a little. “Don’t make me ask you again, John.”

      “They kidnapped her, tortured, and made her a witness to a murder,” John admitted, trying to not show his discomfort.

      “Did they find who did it?” Adelle asked, turning to face the window.

      “No,” John answered. “They just found Lauren in a rundown house tied to a chair, with a pile of body parts disintegrating in a corner.”

      “Who did Lauren say did it?” Adelle asked over her shoulder in a soft but stern tone.

      “She claimed nobody else was there.” John sat back down in his chair. “According to her, the man fell to pieces after he tried to skin her alive.”

      “Damn it,” Adelle said softly. “I’m too late.” Adelle spun around to face John. “Where is she?”

      “Adelle, Lauren is being cared for by the best professionals around,” said John. “There is nothing you can do.”

      “Really?” Adelle asked, chuckling. “You think a bunch of humans are going to handle a witch that just came into her powers. Don’t make me laugh.”

      “My daughter is not a witch,” John shouted, jumping to his feet.

      “Stop lying to yourself, John,” Adelle raised her voice. “You knew perfectly well who my daughter was. Did you think Lauren would not inherit our powers? Stop wasting time and take me to her. You have kept her from us for far too long.”

      “Lauren needs medical treatment,” John said.

      “How is your medicine working so far?” asked Adelle instead.

      John never answered.

      “That’s what I thought,” Adelle told him. “I’m not leaving without my granddaughter. You can choose to be helpful or we will make you help. You pick. I’ll be outside.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Adelle left the house. John believed Adele was insane. No sane person could truly believe they were a witch. Regardless of her threats, he would not lose his daughter. He had nothing to worry about. Taking Adelle to see Lauren in a safe medical facility would guarantee she wouldn’t do anything crazy. He debated taking another shot but talked himself out of it. Sucking in a breath, John walked out the door after Adelle.
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      Texas had some incredible medical facilities, some more impressive than others. Adelle and her people followed John to a large white building with overly dramatic columns in the front. After a quick look at the structure, Adelle was sure the columns were purely for decoration. They weren’t supporting the building or providing any type of practical use. Like the fake shrub in the front, the owners were trying too hard to create an air of comfort and richness. Adelle hated the place even without going in. This was not one of the better facilities in a city as large as DFW had.

      “Get everyone ready,” Adelle told the redhead. “We won’t be staying long.”

      “Yes, mother,” the redhead replied.

      “And Anabelle,” Adelle said, staring out the back window of the Lexus. “I want no witnesses.”

      “Of course, mother,” said Anabelle, adjusting her red curls into a tight bun. “Samantha, make the call.”

      The blonde smirked back. “Already done. She’s coming home mother, we got this.”

      “Thank you, my children,” Adelle told the ladies.

      It took John longer than necessary to park his old Honda. Adelle watched him approach. She could only wonder how much he was paying for the facilities. He did very well with his job, but this place was easily costing him two hundred dollars a night. An absolute waste of money just because he wanted to be stubborn and not ask for help. Adelle stepped out of the car when John reached her door. The madness of this situation would be corrected today.

      John led the way inside the building. He moved with determination, sure of the location. They arrived at a reception desk in the building’s front area. A young man in a pair of scrubs greeted them.

      “Hello Mr. Moore, I wasn’t expecting you back today,” the young man said.

      “Lauren’s grandmother is in town, and we decided to come straight over,” John replied.

      “You’re just in time. They just finished feeding her,” the young man said with a smile.

      Adelle’s insides turned. She could feel the rage and her magic taking over. What had they done to her baby? She took several calming breaths to get her anger under control. Her body radiated heat, making John take a few steps away. Unlike many of the members of her coven, she wasn’t a healer or a fixer. The goddess had not blessed her family with those gifts. They were protectors and destroyers. The warring nightmares that the world feared.

      “This way,” John told her, avoiding touching her.

      At least the man was smart enough to keep his hands to himself. If anyone dared make contact with her, she would burn the entire place to the ground. Adelle had centuries to harness her powers, and even longer to learn how to control it. But this place unsettled her. Not even when her husband died had she been this upset.

      They moved in silence down the hall. Adelle braced herself for whatever was to come. She couldn’t feel Lauren’s emotions. The normal cheerful and loving signature she was used to associating with her granddaughter was gone. There was a faint heartbeat but nothing special. John stopped in front of a door at the end of the hall. Not bothering to wait for her, he opened the door and marched in.

      The smell of urine and disinfectant assaulted Adelle’s overly developed senses. The room was orderly but dingy. A small lamp was on in a corner. The curtains were open, allowing the sunlight to flow in. Even the beauty of those rays couldn’t cleanse the misery in the room. Adelle’s heart shattered as her eyes fell on her granddaughter. She held back the tears, fury and energy threatening to explode.

      Lauren’s skin was pale. Her hair lacked the silky undertone it normally had. But Lauren’s eyes told the true story. They were blank. Lauren never moved when they walked into the room. Her curious, active, and focused child was gone. All that was left was a shell of her former self.

      “Do they normally leave people to soak in their own urine?” Adelle asked.

      “What are you talking about?” John asked, rushing over to Lauren.

      “You can’t smell it.” It was more a statement than a question. Adelle knew John couldn’t detect the smell over the others in the room. “I’m taking her.”

      “No,” John answered. “She needs twenty-four-hour care. You and your makeshift group of hippies can’t provide the care she needs.”

      “And you can?” Adelle stayed by the door, not trusting herself not to examine the room. “All we have is a vegetable here. Is this your idea of care?”

      “You don’t understand,” John said as he kneeled in front of his daughter. “She was cutting herself.”

      “No, John,” Adelle snapped. “The one that doesn’t understand is you. You had one job. One fucking job.”

      John’s head flashed in her direction. Adelle rarely cursed, but her anger was running wild. She needed to get off of the floor and take Lauren with her.

      “Lauren is my child,” John shouted, crossing the distance between the two of them. “She is not a witch.”

      “Of course not,” Adelle mocked him. “She is a sweet, red-blooded girl like all the other ones that grow up to marry the high school football star. Don’t be a fool John, it doesn’t fit you.”

      “I’m not playing, Adelle,” John said through clenched teeth.

      “The only reason she is with you is because I promised Maritza I would trust you,” Adelle explained. “This is what I get in return. Your sole purpose was to protect her and explain her bloodline when she came of age. What did you do? Avoided my calls and kept her as far away as you could. The time for playing house is over. She is coming with me.”

      Adelle marched out of the room and stood in the middle of the hallway, inspecting the horror they called a nursing home. It was a nursing home for young adults beyond help. Her heart broke a little more as she glanced at her granddaughter from the door.

      “They will not let you walk out of here without my permission,” John told her, blocking her way from the room.

      “Do you honestly think I need permission?” Adelle asked him, containing her sarcasm. “I will do as I please.”

      Adelle turned in the direction they came from. Anabelle marched over wearing a long, flowing red cape. The light in the hallway diminished as Anabelle walked past. She made for a great red-riding hood. Too bad the wolf would never survive the night with this little damsel. Adelle was proud of her pupil. Lauren and Anabelle should have grown up together.

      “Everything is ready,” said Anabelle.

      “What are you going to do?” John asked, his eyes darting between the two women.

      “We will clean up your mess, John,” Adelle said, taking hold of his arm. “Now.”

      Anabelle dropped the hood of her cape and extended her arms in the air. According to Adelle, Anabelle’s magic always smelled like lilacs on a spring day. As Anabelle’s power expanded, the air became hard to breathe, at least for the humans. She was strong enough to direct her power to specific targets. Clapping her hands together made every human in the building freeze. The poor nurse down the hall who was picking up the young man from a wheelchair froze mid action.

      “God, what have you done?” screamed John still being held by Adelle.

      “I will take care of Lauren now,” Adelle told him. “Goodbye.”

      “No, wait,” John shouted.

      Adelle dropped her hand, and John froze with his hands outstretched. She adjusted the sleeves of her suit and walked around him.

      “You know what to do,” Adelle said to Anabelle. “Wipe every memory regarding Lauren from any record available. I want nothing left of this incident anywhere.”

      “Of course, Mother,” Anabelle replied. “What about him?”

      “The things we do for our children,” Adelle replied. “I made a promise. Take him home, adjust his finances, and fix his memories.”

      “Home, like that apartment?” Anabelle asked, wiping her hands on her cape.

      “For the goddess, no,” Adelle replied. “To the home he shared with my daughter. Even this sorry excuse for a dad deserves better than that shithole. Do figure out who Jessica is and fix her too.”

      “My pleasure,” Anabelle replied, bowing her head.

      Three large men rushed into the room pushing a gurney. Adelle moved out of their way as they reached Lauren.

      “Time to go, sweetie,” Adelle said as the men adjusted the bed for her granddaughter. “Make it fast, boys. We’ve wasted too much time already.”

      “Yes, Mother,” the three men said in unison.

      Adelle kissed her granddaughter’s forehead. She refused to cry. Everything was not lost. They could get Lauren back. It wouldn’t be easy, and Lauren would go through hell, but it was worth it. Once her men had moved her child, Adelle strolled out of the room like Miss America. She held her head high and sucked in air. Her children—the members of her coven—were busy working their magic. She could taste their powers in the air. She didn’t need to worry anymore. Lauren’s case would be washed away from the prying eyes of humans.
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      It was close to dusk by the time the convoy of witches arrived at their state in the Ozark Mountains in Arkansas. Adelle preferred being back in her home in Louisiana but having an untrained witch with Lauren’s power was not safe for the population. They needed a secluded location with as much natural power as possible. Her coven made this site a yearly retreat. It was blessed by the goddess and had enough wards to keep away any intruder. She prayed they weren’t too late to save her baby.

      “Rocky, take her to the medical wing,” Anabelle ordered.

      “Yes, Anabelle,” the man replied.

      “Samantha, are the potions ready?” Anabelle asked.

      Samantha held her breath as Rocky and his team pushed Lauren down the hall.

      “They might not be strong enough,” Samantha whispered. “I didn’t know how severe her damage was.”

      “You’re the best healer on this side of the Atlantic,” Adelle said. “Make the adjustments.”

      “Mother,” Samantha said, holding her breath. “I have never cleansed a soul so badly damaged. I’m worried.”

      “We all are,” Adelle confessed.

      “You should take a rest, Mother,” Anabelle told her. “It’s going to be a long night.”

      “That’s what I fear,” Adelle told them. “I’m going to take a shower. Tell me when you are ready. You’re going to need me to calm her down when she comes to herself.”

      “Yes, Mother,” both ladies told her.

      Adelle refused to give voice to her doubts. Her granddaughter would wake up, regardless of what they needed to do. Reeling in her own magic, Adelle walked up the stairs toward her room. The cleansing process would start soon, and she needed to be alert and not as emotional.
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        * * *

      

      “Mother, head to bed,” Marcos whispered to Adelle. “We got this.”

      It was three in the morning the following day. Her coven had been busy taking care of Lauren for over twenty-four hours. Each member added their skills to her healing, but Lauren was not reacting. Samantha monitored her vitals. Lauren’s heart rate was getting stronger, but everything else remained the same. The potions they were feeding her were cleansing her blood, but it was a slow process. Lauren had been given enough drugs in the last months to kill an elephant. It was a miracle she was still breathing.

      “Wake me up if something happens,” Adelle told him.

      “Of course, Mother,” Marcos agreed.

      Adelle had lost a child less than a year after the birth of Lauren. A freak car accident, they said. Adelle refused to believe the reports. Maritza was an incredible driver and a talented witch. Her daughter was targeted, but she couldn’t prove it. Adelle had locked herself away from the world in her mourning, yet this powerful group of witches refused to leave her alone. She lost one and inherited eight. The goddess had a way of rewarding her suffering.

      After squeezing Marcos’s arm, Adelle left the medical wing. Samantha had been a practicing surgeon before she joined the convent. Her last miscarriage, the fourth in less than two years, had left her broken and lost. Her husband at the time had abandoned her for a younger woman that could give him kids, according to him. Adelle had found her peering from the top of an overpass ready to jump. The truth was that Samantha would’ve never had kids with that man. Years before their marriage, he’d gotten himself fixed. Adelle ensured he paid for his manipulation and torture. Samantha never went back to her old life, finding strength in helping others like her.

      If Adelle planned on helping Lauren, she would need rest. Unfortunately, sleep escaped her, and she battled the demons of guilt and shame for leaving her granddaughter alone for so long. Thirty minutes of tossing and turning had her convinced it was a waste of time. She stood from her canopy bed and opened the window. The night breeze was soothing, even if it was a little chilly. Temperatures dropped faster in this part of the country compared to Texas. It was barely the start of October, and she could feel winter threatening to take over.

      “Ahhh.”

      A piercing scream traveled through the house, making the foundation vibrate. Adelle held on to the windowsill to stabilize herself. That kind of power could only mean one thing: Lauren was awake. Adelle rushed out of her room in her nightgown toward the medical wing.

      “What is going on?” Clarissa asked.

      Clarissa was the oldest member of the coven and Adelle’s moral compass. An older Latina from Mexico with golden hair and piercing brown eyes, Clarissa’s powers were as strong as Adelle’s, except she wasn’t gifted with death or destruction. The goddess gave her priestess the power of creation. Nature, animals, and even humans grew abundantly around Clarissa.

      “She is awake,” Adelle informed her.

      “She’s more powerful than we thought if she can pull off a quake just waking up,” Clarissa said, walking next to Adelle.

      “I fear there’s a lot Maritza didn’t tell me about Lauren,” Adelle told her old friend.

      “We can handle anything.” Clarissa squeezed her arm and followed her down the stairs.

      By the time they reached the medical wing, Marcos was panting on the floor but conscious. It knocked Samantha across the room.

      “I can’t hold on much longer,” Marcos confessed. “She’s going to break through my circle any minute.”

      “Let me in,” Adelle told him.

      “She is out of control,” Marcos pleaded. “She almost killed Samantha. I had to shield her, but I didn’t make it before Lauren blasted her across the room with pure, raw power.”

      “I got this, my child,” Adelle said, rubbing his cheek. “If something goes wrong, Clarissa, you know what to do.”

      The friends had rehearsed a plan to control Lauren’s magic. If Adelle wasn’t able to get through to her. It was a last resort, but they would bind her until she could control herself. Adelle prayed it wouldn’t come to that.

      “Clarissa, get Samantha out of here,” said Adelle.

      “Of course, but be careful,” Clarissa told her friend. “On three, Marcos, drop the shield.”

      “This is madness,” Marcos replied but nodded.

      “One,” Clarissa counted as Adelle squared her shoulders. “Two.”

      “Three,” Adelle finished for her.

      Marcos made a circle big enough for Adelle and Clarissa to step through. Clarissa rushed for Samantha. The room was a disaster. Every medical instrument was destroyed, and sparks flew everywhere. The light bulbs on the celling had been shattered, and glass laid all over the room. Nothing was standing at all, and it really looked like a small bomb had gone off in the middle. Adelle searched the space, allowing her night vision to take over. Lauren was nowhere to be seen. She could feel the acid rising in her throat and the panic trying to take over.

      “Lauren, sweetie, it’s me, Gigi,” Adelle said to the destroyed room. “Honey, where are you?”

      Adelle heard footsteps from the corner but didn’t move. She couldn’t afford to spook her granddaughter any more than she already had.

      “Gigi?” Lauren sounded small and fragile.

      “Yes, baby girl. It’s me.” Adelle held on to her nightgown to avoid rushing at the corner. Digging her nails into her thighs, she waited for Lauren to make the first move.

      “Gigi, I’m scared,” Lauren whimpered.

      “I know, baby girl,” Adelle told her. “But you’re safe here. You’re with family now.”

      “Gigi,” Lauren cried and rushed at her grandmother.

      Adelle embraced her. Lauren was more bone than muscle. Adelle was afraid of holding her too tight because she felt like she might break. Lauren held on to her grandmother with all the strength she had. Her thin arms wrapped around Adelle, and she took a deep breath to inhale the scent of her grandchild.

      “Gigi, I’m so scared,” Lauren repeated.

      “Baby girl, you are home,” Adelle told her. “I will let no one hurt you ever again.”

      Adelle squeezed Lauren.

      “They’re coming,” Lauren told her. “I can see them.”

      “You need rest,” said Adelle. “We can talk in the morning.”

      Lauren was shaking. It took effort to unleash so much power from her. Adelle was holding Lauren’s weight up to ensure she didn’t head-plant to the floor. They took cautious steps toward the door. Clarissa had disappeared with Samantha, and the only one left was Marcos, who held the doorframe for support.

      “Lauren, do you remember Marcos?” Adelle asked.

      “Hi,” said Marcos.

      “You’re bleeding,” said Lauren.

      “Been an interesting night,” Marcos told her.

      “Thank you, Marcos,” Adelle said to him, leading the weak and struggling Lauren up the stairs.

      “Gigi, where is Dad?” Lauren asked, scanning the large house.

      “I sent him home,” Adelle said. “He hasn’t slept in a few months, and it’s time for me to handle your care.”

      It took Lauren several long minutes to climb the steps. Adelle was not in a hurry. She wouldn’t mind staying there all night as long as Lauren was still trying to walk.

      By the time they made it to Adelle’s bedroom, Lauren was out of breath. Adelle was supporting most of her weight. Lauren fell on the bed shivering. Anabelle reached the door of the bedroom, but Adelle waved her away. She couldn’t afford for Lauren to get spooked again by not recognizing anyone around her. Just having her awake and moving was a tremendous victory. Cautiously, Adelle made Lauren comfortable in her bed.

      “Honey, drink this.” Adelle placed her own tea to Lauren’s lips.

      The tea was a soothing concoction that Samantha had created. It would clear the rest of the blood, and it would help her sleep comfortably through the night.

      “Would you stay with me?” Lauren begged.

      “Of course, my love,” Adelle replied, joining her granddaughter in bed.

      Lauren shivered for a few more minutes before falling asleep. Adelle wrapped herself around her granddaughter, afraid to let her go. In silence, she gave thanks to the gods for keeping Lauren alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunshine filled the room. Lauren blinked several times to adjust her sight to the blinding light. She wasn’t in her room, or any place she remembered. None of the furniture looked familiar. After several months, her mind had been playing tricks on her. Lauren wasn’t sure if she dreamed seeing Gigi or if it was real. At this point, she couldn’t tell, but she didn’t feel fuzzy anymore. She was awake, and that was something she hadn’t been in a while.

      The bed she was sleeping on was extremely comfy, but curiosity and fear got the best of her. Lauren climbed out of the bed in a pair of PJs she didn’t own and headed out the door. The place was huge. The long corridor led to a staircase. Closed doors lined both sides of the hallway. Inspecting the rooms sounded tricky, so heading out of the house was a safer option. Without wasting any more time, she tiptoed toward the staircase.

      “Lauren?”

      She paused. Lauren recognized the voice, even if she was miles away. She did an about face and smiled for the first time in ages at her childhood friend. Anabelle smiled back as Lauren rushed at her.

      “Anabelle,” Lauren said. “I’m not dreaming?”

      “Unless your dreams have you running around in Aquaman PJs and awful hair, nope,” Anabelle replied, pulling on Lauren’s curls.

      “It’s so good to see you.” Lauren hugged her friend again.

      “It’s great to see you, too. We’ve been so worried about you,” Anabelle explained. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere and we couldn’t track you down until now. I’m so sorry.”

      “Why do I have the feeling I’m missing something?” Lauren asked.

      “Mother will explain everything,” Anabelle said, hooking her arm around Lauren’s.

      “It’s so creepy you all still call her mother,” Lauren whispered to her friend.

      “We will always see her that way.” Anabelle pulled Lauren with her down the staircase. “Are you hungry?”

      “Not really,” Lauren replied.

      “Too bad because you’re coming to lunch anyway.” Anabelle would not take no for an answer.

      “Lunch? What time is it?” Lauren asked.

      “Close to two,” Anabelle replied as they entered a large dining room attached to the kitchen.

      “Lauren,” three voices screamed in unison.

      The first to reach her was Clarissa. Anabelle stepped back to avoid getting trampled.

      “My sweetie dear Lauren, I’m so happy you’re finally awake,” Clarissa said, holding her cheek. “It is so nice to see you standing.”

      “That sounds really shady, Tia,” replied Lauren.

      Ever since she could remember, she had been calling Clarissa aunt. The woman was the closest thing she had to a distant relative. Clarissa, like Gigi, had a way of grounding her.

      “I’ll take shady as long as you’re moving around.” Clarissa gave Lauren another bear-hug and kissed her forehead.

      “Now, stop hoarding all her attention,” Rocky told Clarissa.

      “You can wait your turn, you big bear,” Clarissa replied, slapping his hands away from her.

      Lauren untangled herself from Clarissa and hugged Rocky. In a single swoop, he picked her up and spun her around.

      “It is so nice to see you, little one,” Rocky said, putting her down.

      “I didn’t know I was so missed,” Lauren told him. “If I knew that, I would have visited more.”

      “You’re here, and that’s all that matters,” Rocky replied, messing her hair some more.

      “Now I really look like a hot mess,” said Lauren, trying to tame her out-of-control curls.

      “You look beautiful,” Samantha announced. “Let me look at you.”

      Samantha held her at arms’ length and did a quick inspection.

      “Do you always have to be in doctor mode?” Lauren asked, maintaining a straight face.

      “It’s not my fault you keep me gainfully employed,” Samantha replied. “But you have color on your cheeks and your eyes are clear. Great start. Now, with some proper food and a few more glasses of medicine, you should feel like a million bucks.”

      “A few more glasses?” Lauren questioned her old friend. “How many glasses have you given me so far?”

      “Busted,” Junior announced from the doorway.

      While Rocky was big uncle material, Junior had always been Lauren’s secret crush. His Native American heritage was clear in his defined cheekbones and incredible black hair. Lauren always wanted to run her fingers through it but was never brave enough.

      “Don’t you have some place to be?” Samantha chastised him.

      “I’m done with my work,” Junior replied. “I’m here to see if Sleeping Beauty finally joined the world of the living.”

      “Stop being a jerk,” Samantha told him.

      “Oh, he’s just being himself,” Lauren said, avoiding eye contact with the elusive man.

      “Not everyone can be this irresistible,” Junior told them, staying away from the group.

      Samantha and Anabelle both rolled their eyes, but Lauren held her breath. It was hard to disagree with the man, at least in her opinion.

      “So, is anyone going to explain where I am and what’s going on?” Lauren asked.

      The group stopped joking and went very still.

      “What is going on?” Lauren asked, searching each of their faces.

      “That’s a conversation between you and your grandmother,” Clarissa finally spoke.

      “And it’s time we finally have it,” Adelle announced as she entered the dining room “Do you all mind leaving us?”

      Adelle didn’t have to ask twice. The group cleared out in under two seconds. Anabelle squeezed Lauren’s hand for moral support on her way out.

      “This can’t be good,” Lauren said, rushing toward her grandmother.

      “I missed you, little one,” Adelle said, hugging Lauren back. “So good to see you moving around.”

      “I miss you too, Gigi,” replied Lauren.

      “We need to talk,” Adelle told her. “I would recommend sitting down for this.”

      “Okay,” Lauren said, taking a seat next to her grandmother.

      “What do you remember of the last three months?” Adelle asked. “Do you remember the attack?”

      “Bits and pieces,” Lauren confessed. “Everything is still a bit jumbled.”

      “It will get a lot clearer as the drugs they gave you leave your body,” Adelle reassured her. “Just think back as far as you can.”

      “I remember going to get coffee with Ronald after our class,” Lauren said, closing her eyes. “Then I woke up in a nasty room tied up. But nothing made sense. Gigi, who kidnaps biracial kids in these times? I haven’t even heard about the KKK doing that anymore.”

      “Honey, this has nothing to do with your race,” Adelle clarified.

      “What?” Lauren asked. “But he kept repeating something about my kind. He even said something about the others and his group.”

      “After the attack, did you see anything strange?” Adelle pressed on.

      “Gigi, I was high on drugs. I saw tons of crazy things,” said Lauren, blowing off the question.

      “Lauren, I need you to concentrate.” Adelle placed both of her hands on the table and focused on her granddaughter. “Did you see anything you couldn’t explain but thought maybe it was a dream?”

      Lauren closed her eyes and concentrated. She knew the question was ridiculous, but she didn’t want to disappoint her Gigi. After several long minutes, she shook her head.

      “Gigi, this makes little sense,” Lauren explained, closing her eyes. “I thought I saw demons dressed like nurses. And humans with horns, extra eyes, and weird skin colors talking to me.”

      “Lauren, open your eyes please,” Adelle requested in a low tone.

      Trying to clear her mind, Lauren took a deep breath before doing as she was told.

      “Holy shit!” Lauren screamed and fell backwards, trying to get away.

      Adelle was holding a ball of blue fire in her hands. There were no flames in the room that matched that color, but the ball of fire was there. Adelle walked around the table, looking down at her granddaughter. Lauren squealed, crawling away from her family.

      “Oh God,” Lauren prayed. “I’m dreaming. Please, please wake me up.”

      Adelle tossed the ball from one hand to the other. Lauren crawled farther and farther away until she hit the wall. In one smooth motion, Adelle dropped to the ground in the Lotus position.

      “I’m sure Junior would appreciate you wiping the floor for him with your clothes, but that is not the most effective use of our time,” said Adelle. “Running away will change nothing.”

      “Change what?” Lauren asked, her heartbeat racing at triple time. “That I’m losing my mind and seeing things. Or that I’m dreaming and can’t wake up.”

      “That you are a witch,” Adelle said, extinguishing the flame.

      Lauren banged her head against the floor, speechless.

      “You are not crazy, honey,” Adelle explained, but she didn’t reach for her. “Your powers manifested during your kidnapping. It’s the only reason you’re still alive. Something I’m extremely grateful for.”

      “Are you saying I killed that guy?” Lauren asked, gagging.

      “You transmuted his energy back to him,” Adelle clarified. “That’s very different.”

      “If that was true, why wouldn’t you tell me before?” Lauren demanded.

      “I’m telling a semi-grown woman now, and she is crawling on the floor.” Adelle pointed at her. “How would an irrational teen take it? Not to mention, your father has a strong aversion against the truth.”

      “Dad knew?” Lauren struggled to sit back-up.

      “Your father refuses to acknowledge anything magical,” Adelle said. “Did he ever allow you to watch Harry Potter?”

      Lauren laughed, remembering the fights with her dad about the books and movies. She was the only kid in her grade that hadn’t read or watched the series. It wasn’t until her summer vacations at her grandmother’s that she could indulge in the fantasy world.

      “I made a promise to your mother that we would do it his way,” said Adelle. “It never occurred to me that the cult would find you. Or that your father would leave you so unprepared.”

      “I have a Taser and a gun,” Lauren defended her father. “Dad didn’t leave me helpless in the world.”

      “And how well did those things serve you that day?” Adelle asked, making Lauren wince. “This is not a discussion about your dad, but about you. You are my blood, Lauren. My magic flows through you. You are now a member of this coven.”

      “No, no,” Lauren said.

      Before her grandmother could speak again, Lauren rose to her feet and ran. She didn’t know where she was going, but she wasn’t a witch. Her grandmother did not have a coven. That was not magic she saw her grandmother doing. She was still asleep, and this was a horrible nightmare.
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      The cool night breeze hit Lauren’s skin, but she couldn’t feel it. Her body was scorching through the thin material of her nightgown. Lauren had refused to head inside the house after dusk. Instead she laid upside down in a tree, praying to fall and break her neck.

      “I jumped off a three-story house when I found out I was a witch,” Samantha said from the ground.

      Lauren glanced down and found Samantha sitting on the ground under the tree. Samantha never looked up, instead tossed rocks in front of her.

      “My mother said I was an abomination who needed to die,” Samantha continued. “Broke both of my legs and a couple of ribs. The pain was so excruciating I passed out. Too bad the impact manifested my healing abilities. Before the doctor could see me, I healed. That night I ran away from home.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to tell me how great it is to be a witch?” Lauren asked.

      “Great?” Samantha asked with a chuckle. “Please. Growing up was a freaking nightmare. Humans discriminate against other races, so how do you think they treat those they don’t understand?”

      “Is this supposed to be a pep-talk?” Lauren turned over to better look at her friend.

      “You don’t need a pep talk, sweetie,” Samantha answered. “You need the truth.” She took a long breath before continuing. “None of us asked for this. That includes Adelle. She had centuries to adjust to it.”

      “Centuries? How old is Gigi?” Lauren climbed down from the tree and sat next to Samantha.

      “Over three hundred and fifty, I think.” Samantha replied, looking up like those people who count on their heads. “Hard to say because she stopped counting a while back.”

      “That’s impossible,” said Lauren.

      “Impossible is only what your mind lets you process,” Samantha told her. “The truth is a whole different animal.”

      “So what? I just admit I’m a witch and join this merry crew.” Lauren laid on the grass.

      “You’ve been part of this crew of misfits since the day you were born,” Samantha said. “We’ve been watching over you your whole life. You claiming us won’t change it. But not accepting your bloodline just puts you and us at risk.”

      “What do you mean?” Lauren didn’t want to face Samantha.

      “Do you honestly think those fools won’t come back?” Samantha’s question made Lauren shiver. “You’ve been thinking it. You’re smart enough to see the possibilities. Not only are you able to see the supernatural world now, we have enemies chasing us. They won’t stop, Lauren. We are at war. Been at war. Each coven has a mission, and ours is to protect. If we’re busy watching your back, who saves all the other ones that are taken?”

      “Are you trying to make me feel guilty?” Lauren froze.

      “No, baby girl,” Samantha whispered. “I’m just telling you the truth. We will never leave you alone. Fuck the rest of the world. You’re one of us. Family comes first. The fact that Adelle couldn’t feel you for the last couple of months was driving her nuts.”

      “I’m scared,” Lauren finally confessed.

      “You should be,” Samantha said. “It’s a scary thing you’re facing. You have the power to destroy the world and take away life. That’s no joking matter.”

      “I killed a man. Not killed, butchered a man. How do I deal with that?” Tears fell down Lauren’s cheeks.

      “You ask for forgiveness to whatever deity you like,” Samantha said, reaching for Lauren’s hand. “Then you train. That way you never accidentally kill again. When you unleash hell upon others after that, it’s because you mean to do it. But trust me, that piece of scum deserved to die. I just hate you were the one that had to do it.”

      “Are you the group’s designated spokesperson?” Lauren asked, changing the topic.

      “By the goddess, no,” Samantha laughed. “That job belongs to Clarissa, or Elizabeth when she’s here. I just won the Rock Paper Scissors match.”

      “You battled to talk to me?” Lauren couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      “I told you before, you’re family,” Samantha confessed. “We all had horrible experiences assimilating our gifts, or curses if I’m honest. The difference is, we were alone. You aren’t and will never be.”

      “Now what?” Lauren asked, facing the night sky.

      “You eat, get healthy again, and we train,” Samantha answered.

      “How bad is the training?” Lauren asked softly.

      “Excruciatingly painful,” Samantha confessed.

      “Damn,” Lauren said, smacking Samantha’s arm. “Shouldn’t you try to sugarcoat that?”

      “Why? So, you can be mad when it’s worse than you think?” Samantha said. “No ma’am. I don’t play those games. Be prepared. Clarissa has you for potions and spells. That’s a tough one. Rocky for weapons and self-defense. And of course, your grandmother for your innate powers.”

      “What do you have?” Lauren asked.

      “Nothing,” Samantha replied. “I’ll be at the lessons to make sure you don’t hurt yourself too much. But anyone under one hundred is not allowed to train. According to the senior crew, we are not experienced enough.”

      “What?” Lauren sat straight up. “Are you seriously telling me Clarissa and Rocky are also ancient?”

      “Oh, wait a minute.” Samantha rolled on her stomach. “You are not getting me in trouble now. I did not say ancient. All I said was over one hundred. Do not get me killed with those two.”

      “Chicken,” Lauren told her.

      “Smart. There is a difference,” said Samantha. “Are you hungry yet? I’ve been waiting all day to have coconut pie, but Marcos won’t let me. He said you get the first slice.”

      “Basically, you just need me for food,” Lauren teased.

      “And your charming personality.” Samantha stood and reached for Lauren.

      It took Lauren three seconds to decide. She could accept her fate and embrace this witch thing, or she would spend the rest of her life in hospitals or nursing homes drugged all the time. Her options were limited, but Samantha was right. At least she had family.
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      Samantha wasn’t lying. The training was awful. Lauren’s life had become a repetitive cycle. She woke up before daylight and ran three to six miles with Rocky. For a six-foot-tall linebacker type, Rocky put her to shame. The man could run for hours at a seven-minute pace. Lauren was struggling to keep up, but she wasn’t even able to talk during the torture session.

      Running, backpack hiking, or straight push-ups and sit-ups were her normal routine. Unless Rocky felt generous that day and they did laps at the nearby lake. His definition of a treat was to die for. The water was freezing, and after forty-five minutes of nonstop swimming, she could barely move her arms. If training for the Olympics was a requirement for being a witch, this life was overrated in Lauren’s opinion.

      After her morning crippling routine, it was off to chemistry hell 101—her new name for her sessions with Clarissa. At one time, Clarissa used to be her favorite person in the world. Not anymore. On her second day of class, Lauren set the curtains on fire and Clarissa slapped her hand with a ruler. Clarissa was channeling her inner nun because she was good with that thing. Being the only student in Clarissa’s class also meant Lauren had her undivided attention. Her life sucked.

      They split the afternoons between weapons training and power lessons. The weapons training made no sense to her. Rocky said it was a true necessity. Blending in with humanity was easier when they didn’t know you had powers. Being able to handle a 9mm made that a lot simpler. Besides, a gun had a way of discouraging nosy people from asking too many questions from a pretty girl.

      Who knew being pretty was such a big problem? Lauren asked herself after another long session with an ax.

      She hated to admit it but throwing knives and axes around was her favorite part of training. It also came natural to her.

      “Are you listening to me?” Adelle dropped a pile of books in front of Lauren.

      “Huh?” Lauren replied.

      “That’s what I thought,” said Adelle. “What are you thinking about?”

      “How boring my life is,” Lauren answered, giving her grandmother a fake smile.

      “Boring?” Adelle asked. “Is that what you think?”

      “We’ve been making balls for the last four weeks,” Lauren whined. “When are you going to teach me something useful? Like not ripping people to shreds.”

      “Not useful, really?” Adelle moved next to Lauren. “Make an energy ball and throw it at that plant.”

      “Why?” Lauren questioned her grandmother for the eighth time that day.

      “Now!” Adelle ordered.

      Lauren swallowed her next words and prepared to follow instructions. It wasn’t like that blue ball was going to do anything. Focusing her mind, Lauren spread her hands and summoned the light. Ordering her thoughts, she shaped the strange blue energy into a ball the size of a softball. She was still working on making it bigger, but so far that was the best she could do. Lauren’s years playing sports came in handy, and she threw the ball like one would a basketball through a hoop. Perfect hit.

      “Score!” Lauren shouted.

      The ball hit Clarissa’s immaculate Dracaena Rikki Cane tree. Within seconds, the blue energy engulfed the plant and turned the striped leaves to ash.

      “Oh, shit.” Lauren rushed to the tree, hoping to save it.

      By the time she reached the poor tree, the four-foot plant was a goner.  The trunk was dissolved by the flame, and even the pot was charred. Adelle blew out Lauren’s flames before they spread to the rest of the classroom.

      “Clarissa is going to kill me,” Lauren announced to the poor tree. “I’m dead.”

      “Oh, not dead,” Adelle said. “Probably grounded for at least a week.”

      “That’s not fair,” Lauren told her. “You told me to do it.”

      “I told you to send a deadly weapon to an innocent tree, and you did it,” said Adelle. “If I told you to throw it at Clarissa, would you have done it?”

      Lauren never replied, instead she bit her lower lip.

      “Whose fault is it for not learning about their power?” Adelle returned to the front of the classroom. “Just because the magic is not affecting you doesn’t mean it’s not powerful. I need you to take this serious or you’re going to hurt someone.”

      “I’m sorry.” Lauren dropped her head and returned to her desk.

      “Why are you apologizing?” Adelle asked, crossing her arms.

      “I don’t know,” Lauren confessed.

      “Then don’t apologize,” Adelle said. “I don’t need empty words with no meaning behind them.”

      “Gigi,” Lauren started. “It just didn’t feel like I was doing anything. I sure didn’t realize I could do that.”

      “Honey.” Adelle knelt in front of her granddaughter. “You aren’t going to master your powers in a month or two. It’s not that simple. But you have made amazing progress. You’re able to keep it from escaping you when you’re mad. That’s the first step.”

      “What’s the next one?” Lauren asked, kicking the desk in front of her.

      “Summon it at will,” Adelle said, winking at her. “The small sphere is the first one. In a few months, you will take out a building without breaking a sweat. Or eating yourself into a coma trying to replenish your energy.”

      “Is that why I’m eating all the time?” Lauren needed confirmation of her insane appetite.

      “What did you think it was?” Adelle stared at Lauren, shaking her head.

      “The miles Rocky was making me do each day,” Lauren confessed.

      “That’s just to build your stamina,” Adelle told her. “The extra food you’re inhaling is to fuel your powers as they grow. Once you hit your maturity point, you won’t need as much.”

      Lauren’s stomach grumbled. She wasn’t hungry, but the mention of food had made her stomach talk.

      “Sounds like it’s time for a break,” Adelle said. “Let’s stop here. I’ll need to go online and order another plant for Clarissa before she kills us both.”

      “Thanks Gigi.” Lauren gave her grandmother a kiss and rushed out of the room.

      Anytime she could avoid cleaning the classroom was a victory in her book. Marcos was making tilapia for dinner, and Lauren wanted to be the first one in the kitchen. Besides being the security expert for the coven, Marcos was an incredible cook. Lauren wasn’t sure what Marcos did for security. Anabelle had explained that he created wards, or force fields, to keep people out and magic in. Or something like that, but she wasn’t sure. Right now, she was more concerned with his cooking skills.

      The training classrooms were on the opposite side of the residential side of the house, near the medical wing. In case the magic went crazy, they wouldn’t burn down the bedrooms. Remembering what her little ball had done to the plant, she realized anything bigger could make a hole in the ceiling or the floor. Magic was a scary thing.

      “Are you sure?” Anabelle asked.

      Lauren stopped outside of the door to the dining room. Anabelle’s voice sounded strained. It was not polite to eavesdrop, but she felt even worse interrupting. Before she could turn around, Junior spoke.

      “Yes,” Junior said. “They’re keeping at least three girls in that building. I’m not sure how many members they had, but the location looked pretty secure.”

      “Excellent work, Junior,” Anabelle said. “Pass the intel to Elizabeth. She should head back any day now. We need more information and a way to get those girls out.”

      “On it,” Junior replied.

      Lauren held her breath. She needed a quick excuse in case Junior came her way. Fortunately for her, he didn’t. Lauren rushed into the dining room.

      “I want to help,” Lauren told Anabelle.

      “Help?” Anabelle asked. “With what? What are you talking about?”

      “Getting the girls out,” Lauren answered.

      “Has anyone ever told you it’s not polite to eavesdrop?” Anabelle questioned her, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I’m sorry,” Lauren said. “It was an accident. But I want to help.”

      “Everything is being handled, so don’t worry about it,” Anabelle told her, turning toward the kitchen.

      “You know that’s not true,” Lauren pushed her agenda. “They’re running out of time.”

      Anabelle stopped and focused her full attention on Lauren.

      “You can’t imagine what it’s like to wake up facing one of those maniacs,” Lauren told her.

      “I do,” Anabelle confessed. “I was on a mission when they grabbed me. If it wasn’t for Mother, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “See, we have to do something.” Lauren knew her friend well enough to understand she didn’t need pity. Anabelle wasn’t sharing to get sympathy, just stating a painful truth. One that made Lauren feel less misunderstood.

      “Lauren, we need a plan and the rest of the coven to help,” Anabelle explained. “Adelle will never approve a mission with this little info. These are dangerous people. We could cause more harm than good.”

      “Then let’s go get more info,” Lauren offered. “We can’t just sit around not doing a thing while girls are probably getting tortured.”

      “The two of us are not strong enough to take on a whole building full of men with guns,” Anabelle explained.

      “We aren’t,” Lauren agreed. “We’re just going to watch and make sure the girls are still alive.”

      “This is a horrible idea,” Anabelle said.

      “But are we doing it?” Lauren grabbed her friend’s arm.

      “If I don’t go with you, you’ll find a way to do it alone,” Anabelle told her. “I would need to restrain you to keep you in the house. That is a waste of energy.”

      “We can do this,” Lauren told her.

      “No, we can’t,” Anabelle corrected her. “We’re going to check the building out, get some recon photos, and head back. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Lauren bounced up and down on her toes.

      “I recommend you stop the happy dance unless you want the whole house finding out,” Anabelle warned. “We’ll meet at ten this evening by the car garage. Got it?”

      “Yes ma’am,” Lauren said

      Lauren gave Anabelle her best military salute and ran out of the room. She couldn’t afford for her friend to change her mind. Magic and powers made little sense to her but saving a girl’s life did. If she could help, she would. Nobody deserves to die at the hands of a bunch of lunatics.
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      The house was empty. It was a strange occurrence because the place was usually bustling with activity from the rest of the coven moving around at all hours. This evening it was completely different. Lauren was grateful for the convenience. She quietly left her room and headed out of the house. Anabelle was going to be waiting by the car with weapons ready. All they needed to do was leave the house without being noticed.

      The outside world was holding its breath. Not even the crickets were making noise as Lauren rushed toward the garage. The garage was about a quarter of a mile from the house and was a huge facility housing over a dozen vehicles. Lauren avoided running so she wouldn’t attract any attention, but she walked as quickly as possible. She was used to hearing frogs in the night, but tonight there was nothing. It was either going too well, or this plan was getting ready to crash in their face. Lauren still prayed to her God. She hadn’t met the goddess, but if she could help, she would gladly make her acquaintance.

      “Let’s go,” Anabelle said as soon as Lauren walked in.

      Lauren hopped in the passenger side as Anabelle climbed in the driver side of a black SUV. According to Marcos, all their vehicles were bullet proof and even spell proof. Butterflies were making a nest in Lauren’s stomach and she couldn’t get still.

      “Leaving without us?” Junior said from outside the passenger’s window as Anabelle started the vehicle.

      “Ahhhhh,” Lauren screamed at the top of her lungs.

      “Not very stealthy, Lauren,” Samantha told her from the other side.

      “What are you two doing here?” Lauren asked.

      Anabelle shook her head and leaned into her seat.

      “We’re coming with you,” Samantha repeated.

      “How do you know where we’re going?” Lauren asked, trying to play it off.

      “That one alone,” Junior said, pointing at Anabelle, “at this hour is probably a booty call. The two of you together could only mean trouble. So, we’re coming.”

      Junior and Samantha climbed in the backseat, not waiting for a response.

      “You don’t even know where we’re going,” said Lauren, facing their new passengers.

      “Give it up,” Anabelle told her. “You aren’t winning here.”

      Anabelle drove out of the garage but barely made it twenty feet out the door. Another black SUV blocked her path.

      “What in the hell?” Lauren asked.

      Anabelle slammed her head on the steering wheel. Junior and Samantha giggled from the back seat.

      “Can this get any better?” Anabelle mumbled.

      Rocky and Marcos stepped out of their SUV and marched toward the group.

      “You’re not leaving this compound without us,” Rocky informed them.

      “We’re just going for ice cream,” Lauren lied.

      “Perfect,” Marcos replied. “Rocky loves Ben and Jerrys. We’re coming.”

      Marcos smirked, and Rocky’s death glare said volumes. Just like that, neither men believed a word she said.

      “If you want to leave this place, you’ll let us follow you,” Rocky announced. “Or Adelle is dragging you by those pretty curls back in the house.”

      “Mother knows?” Anabelle asked. “Never mind. If you all are here, of course she does. Lauren, it’s your call. This is already a nightmare.”

      Lauren rubbed her temples, trying to allow her mind to process all the information. In their current situation, they were not leaving without everyone coming. How safe was that for her family? But if Rocky was right, there was no way to leave without them.

      “Fine,” Lauren finally told them. “Let’s make this a party.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Rocky said, clapping his hands. “I’m assuming you’re going after the girls?”

      “Are we really that predictable?” Lauren asked.

      “Yes,” Junior replied for the group.

      “Not always,” Samantha added. “But that was the only big thing that happened today. Where else would you be going?”

      “You all suck,” Lauren told them. “Let’s just go before Clarissa joins us.”

      “We love you, Lauren,” Marcos told her, making a heart with his hands.

      Lauren had the urge to flip him off, but somehow, she restrained herself.

      They’re just trying to be helpful, Lauren told herself.

      The truth wasn’t making her feel better, but oh well. Anabelle put the SUV in gear again and eased down the driveway. Lauren was waiting for her grandmother to pop out of the bushes and stop them from going. The way this night was going, it wouldn’t surprise her. Next time she would pay more attention to her gut feelings. It might save her a lot of disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      The drive was less than an hour to their destination. According to Junior’s directions, the building the girls were being kept in was on the outskirts of Eureka Springs. Anabelle drove in silence, staying within the speed limit. Lauren wasn’t too familiar with the cities in Arkansas. If she heard of Eureka Springs before, she didn’t remember or care. All she knew was they needed to find the girls.

      When Anabelle parked, Lauren looked around the place as if confused.

      “That’s the one,” Junior said from the back seat.

      Junior was pointing between his table and the building across the street from them. There was nothing impressive about the location. It didn’t feel like a temple of doom, just a four-story abandoned building in the middle of nowhere.

      “Are you sure?” Lauren asked. “It’s not very impressive.”

      “Do you want a neon sign announcing their evil schemes?” Junior asked, full of sarcasm.

      “That would be awesome,” Lauren confessed.

      “If only we were that lucky,” Samantha said. “What’s the plan?”

      “We need to find a way in and search the building,” Anabelle answered.

      “I have just the person for that job,” Samantha informed them, stepping out of their vehicle.

      She jogged toward the other car, not bothering to look back. Samantha leaned into Rocky’s window.

      “What is she doing?” Lauren asked.

      “Wishing on a star,” Junior replied.

      “What does that mean?” Lauren looked over to the backseat.

      “It means there is a fifty-fifty chance Rocky will agree,” Anabelle clarified.

      “What exactly is Rocky’s power?” Lauren asked but stopped when Rocky left his SUV and marched to the building with Samantha.

      “He can manipulate earth elements,” Anabelle told her.

      “I’ll be damned,” Junior replied, staring at his friends. “I can’t believe he actually agreed. You’re a lucky charm, Lauren.”

      “Great,” Lauren replied. “Maybe I’ll turn into a bowl of cereal or a leprechaun.”

      “You would make for a cute leprechaun,” said Junior.

      “Get ready you two,” Annabelle ordered, watching Rocky.

      Rocky and Samantha were standing next to one wall of the building. There were no lights on near them. Rocky spread his arms wide, and with slow, deliberate movements, he touched the wall. In a matter of minutes, Rocky had created a doorway on the bricks.

      “That is freaking amazing,” said Lauren.

      “He is good,” Anabelle admitted. “Grab your weapons and let’s go.”

      Junior and Lauren followed Anabelle across the street. Marcos joined them on the other side.

      “Junior, take lead,” Rocky ordered. “Anabelle, you’re next. Lauren and Samantha, go afterward. Marcos and I will take the rear.”

      “Moving,” Junior announced before charging in.

      “If anything comes your way, pull the trigger,” Rocky told Lauren as she walked in.

      Anabelle and Junior crouched by a hallway when Lauren made it through the portal.

      “There’s a stairwell at the end of this hallway,” Junior told them. “The girls are on the second or third floor.”

      “That’s a lot of ground to cover,” Marcos told them. “Anabelle, can you narrow it down?”

      “It’s a pretty enormous building, but let me try,” Anabelle said, closing her eyes and laying her hands on the floor.

      “What is she doing?” Lauren asked Marcos.

      “She can sense heat signatures and neutralize them,” answered Marcos. “One of my many gifts.”

      “That’s impressive,” Lauren said.

      “Not when dealing with large spaces,” Anabelle added when she opened her eyes. “Fortunately, this old building has a shitty electrical current, so it’s not causing too much interference. I have readings on both the second and third. But more on the third.”

      “That’s a start,” Rocky confirmed. “Junior, you scout the second. If you find the girls, come and get us. The rest of us are heading to the third.”

      “Is it safe for Junior to go alone?” Lauren asked.

      “Who says I’m alone?” Junior held up both of his 9mm guns. “Besides, who would ever shoot a hot girl?”

      “What—” Lauren didn’t have time to finish her sentence.

      Junior transformed into a tall blonde in a tiny red mini-dress, with overly large breasts and a tiny waist. Lauren gasped at the transformation.

      “Reason number seven why I avoid hot girls,” Marcos announced.

      “Where are the guns?” Lauren asked, walking around Junior and inspecting his transformation.

      “I knew I trained you right, focus on the big picture.” Rocky tapped Lauren on the back.

      “Oh, I have them, trust.” Junior’s voice was melodious in his higher feminine tone.

      “Junior, go. We’re wasting time,” Rocky reminded them. “The rest of you stay close and quiet.”

      Junior strolled down the hall, swaying his hips. To Lauren’s astonishment, the man knew how to work it better than she did. She wondered if Junior could transform himself into anything, because if he could, that was amazing. Gigi had said her powers were impressive. Right now, she was feeling like the weak link in the chain.

      Adrenaline stopped her pity party once they made it to the stairs. Lauren’s heart was pounding in her chest, and she felt like she couldn’t get enough air. The group maintained their militant formation with Marcos taking the lead. The air shifted when Marcos opened the door and created his shield. He did not take any chances of being ambushed in the building.

      The third floor had an open atrium. Small offices were scattered around the perimeter of the bundling, but the center was empty. Rocky signaled for everyone to search a room except Lauren. He made sure Lauren stayed by his side as they marched to the west side to inspect that area.

      Rocky moved with efficiency, getting the doors opened and searching the place. They entered an office with no windows, finding a connecting door. Lauren followed Rocky inside to discover four girls tied to the ceiling naked. Bruises covered their bodies, one had a busted eye, two were missing patches of hair and even skin, and they’d twisted the legs of the last one into odd angles.

      “Oh God,” Lauren exclaimed, rushing to the girls.

      “Be careful now,” Rocky warned. “Make sure they aren’t wired with explosives.”

      “They’re buck naked,” Lauren said louder than she meant to, making the girls squirm. “Where would they hide them?”

      “Inside them,” Rocky clarified.

      Rocky did a quick search of the girls with his powers and nodded in approval. He went inside the adjacent room as well.

      “Let me get the others,” Rocky told her when he returned to the room. “Can you cut them down?”

      Lauren nodded. She had never considered the possibility of the girls blowing up if she moved them. Inching cautiously around them, she pulled out her knife.

      “Please don’t,” one girl begged.

      “We’re getting you out,” Lauren said, trying to calm them down. “Please trust me.”

      Lauren waited for all the girls to nod before getting closer. Cutting around a terrified grown woman was a lot harder than she imagined. It took her several attempts before getting a good enough angle to free the first one. The girl was too weak to support herself, and Lauren had to help her to the floor.

      They heard gunshots outside the room, and that was followed by what felt like an earthquake, or maybe an explosion. Chaos erupted outside from all around them.

      “Damn it!” Lauren screamed, holding the girl. “Now what?”

      Lauren pulled out her gun but wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t want to leave the girls alone but wasn’t sure how to help her friends. Lauren didn’t have to decide. The door at the back of the room opened, and the largest man she’d ever seen rushed in. He was bigger than Rocky, at least seven foot tall. The man pointed his gun at Lauren, who was still on the floor with the helpless girl.

      “Well, aren’t you cute?” the man told her. “You will come with us as well.”

      Lauren froze. The gun dropped from her hands, and she couldn’t remember any of her training.

      “Your friends are too busy with a few surprises, so they can’t help.” He laughed at her as he crossed the room.

      Lauren’s nerves sped up, making her magic ripple from her body. Panic was setting in, and she knew she needed to do something before this brute dragged them away. Focusing her powers, she made a softball of energy and threw it at the man. Her aim was off, so all she did was singe his sleeve. Lauren crawled away from the man, dragging the helpless girl with her. They would not take her that easily.

      “Time to say goodbye,” the man announced.

      “Goodbye,” Junior told him, pulling the trigger.

      Brain matter splattered across the back walls. One of the bound girls passed out. The one with the broken legs spat on the destroyed body. Lauren and her new friend cried from fear and joy.

      “We need to work on your aim,” Junior told Lauren, now back to his male body.

      “We need to work on a lot of things,” Lauren confessed. “Thank you.”

      “Always,” Junior said, crossing the room toward the back door. “Give me a second to secure this area.”

      Lauren nodded as Junior rushed into the back room.

      “Can you stand?” Lauren asked the girl.

      The girl nodded, trying to cover herself. Lauren stood and took off her jacket. At least Lauren had a few layers on. She handed it to the girl as she helped her up.

      “Let me get them down,” said Lauren.

      Lauren wasn’t sure how she was going to get the girl with the broken legs down without hurting her more. Her legs were badly damaged, and bones poked through skin at odd angles.

      “I’m so sorry,” Lauren told the girl.

      “I can take it,” the girl answered in a strangled voice. “Please get me down.”

      “Allow me,” Junior said, walking into the room.

      Grabbing the girl like a small child, he picked her up. He nodded at Lauren, who quickly cut the ropes from her wrists. As soon as the girl was free, Junior left the room carrying her. Anabelle and Rocky came in to help with the rest.

      “Can you walk now?” Lauren asked the first girl.

      The girl nodded.

      “You’re among friends. Please go with them,” Lauren told her.

      Anabelle gently took the girl’s arms and led her out of the office.

      “They’re both badly hurt, but not as bad as the one Junior took,” Lauren said, inspecting the two remaining girls.

      “I can walk,” one girl told them.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Rocky. “Lauren, go with her. I’ll carry her friend.”

      Lauren took the girl’s hand and strolled out of the office. The outside area looked like the landing zone for a tornado. Offices were ripped off the hall and scattered across the floor, which had large halls that ended in the basement. The ceiling wasn’t doing much better, with wires hanging from all different locations. Samantha rushed toward them, dodging a broken support beam.

      “What happened?” Lauren asked when her friend reached her.

      “The usual,” Samantha answered. “We were being sneaky, they caught us, and all hell broke loose. Slow down, Lauren, and let me see if I can help her.”

      Lauren stopped in place and allowed Samantha to do her magic. Placing both of her hands on the side of the girl’s head, Samantha started her healing process. It didn’t take long for the girl to stand a little straighter. The skin mended, and even some of her hair grew back.

      “I’ll be able to heal the rest when we get back to the medical wing,” Samantha told her. “That will help you walk out of here. And here.”

      Samantha took off her jacket and wrapped the girl in it.

      “Let’s go,” said Samantha, taking hold of the girl’s other side. “Marcos is ready with our goodbye gift.”

      Lauren didn’t ask. Whatever Marcos had in mind, she hoped it was damaging enough. This place was evil and needed to be wiped from the planet. Lauren focused on helping the girl walk. They would need to help her down the stairs, but that would be a blessing. At least she was alive.
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      Lauren was stretching outside of the house. Her muscles ached from the previous night. She ignored the pain and continued her routine.

      “By all that is holy, what are you doing here?” Rocky asked as he ran up to her.

      “How long have you been running for?” Lauren asked, looking at her watch.

      “Just warming up, nothing serious. Just twenty minutes,” Rocky told her. “I figured you would sleep in today.”

      “Never again,” Lauren announced. “I’ll be up when you’re up, and I’ll train as long as you train.”

      “Who are you, and what have you done with my Lauren?” Rocky checked her temperature.

      “I’m serious,” Lauren said, swatting his hand away.

      “Me too,” Rocky told her. “What happened to the whiny kid?”

      “That kid almost got killed again,” said Lauren. “I froze.”

      “It happens to everyone the first time,” Rocky replied, lowering his voice. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “No,” Lauren said. “It’s the fire I need to get better with. You were all right. I’m not ready. I can barely hold on to a gun when things get crazy. I can’t aim my magic when I’m nervous. I can barely breathe.”

      “You’re being a bit dramatic now,” Rocky told her.

      “They were healers, teachers, growers,” said Lauren. “None of them were fighters. They couldn’t defend themselves. Do you know how long it’s going to take them to heal that trauma? Years.”

      “You know this how?” Rocky asked, leaning in.

      “I heard Clarissa tell Gigi,” Lauren admitted, blushing as she spoke.

      “You are a menace. Eavesdropping …” Rocky said with a soft chuckle. “But what are you going to do about it?”

      “I want to be a part of this coven,” Lauren announced. “Not the little kid you all watch out for, but a real member. I want to help. That means I need to get better.”

      “So, no more whining about how long the runs are and how far we’re going?” Rocky turned his face to one side, examining her.

      “I’ll complain and whine because I would hate for you to think you’re not working me hard enough,” Lauren told her. “But I’ll do them all.”

      “In that case, my young apprentice,” said Rocky, taking off his shirt, “it’s time to get to work. We need to have at least three miles completed before the sun is up.”

      “Lead the way, sensei,” Lauren answered, adjusting her ponytail.

      She would endure the pain of training, the long classes, and dangerous power sessions. She had to. For the first time, Lauren had found her purpose and her tribe. It meant her life should be better. There were people like her, innocent girls, that she could protect. But first she needed to learn how to protect herself.
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        Sometimes what you think you don’t want is exactly what you need.

      

      

      Adanna Granier is the reluctant Supreme Witch of the Savannah Coven, marked for the position at birth, as defined by the scrollwork permanently tattooed on her cheek. All she wants is to be human. But when attractive warlock Anton Burke shows up hours before the Halloween coven meeting, Adanna begins to rethink her determination to stay away from her own kind.

      Anton Burke has come to Savannah for one purpose: to usurp the Supreme. Instead of doing his job, he finds himself attracted to her in a way he has never felt before. When zombies show up and throw the town into chaos, Anton must decide whether to stand by Adanna – or destroy her.
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      “Why the hell am I here? Why me?”

      “Talking to yourself, even for a witch, is generally thought to be a bad sign. Unless you’re casting a spell.”

      Adanna jerked her hand away from the thick, wooden door handle and glanced over her shoulder at the person who was speaking. The curtain of her hair obscured her view somewhat, but she saw enough to know she did not recognize the handsome warlock with thick, dark hair and gray eyes. At least, she assumed he was a warlock. Most covens frowned upon making their otherworldly selves known to humans, even though they all lived in the same world.

      “Not casting a spell. Do I know you?”

      “Probably not.” He offered his hand. It was a human custom, but most were.

      “Anton Burke. I’m from New England. Salem, to be exact. Weather’s certainly nicer here at this time of year.”

      Salem. Humans, of course, were obsessed with the town, as so many (non) witches had been executed there, several centuries ago. It was a particularly troubling period in their history. And witches, despite their general disdain for humans, were just as enthralled with the area.

      “It’s pretty mild in Savannah, with the exception of July and August, when it’s so humid you feel like you need a shower the second you step outside.” She paused and canted her head. “Your coven is the one that's taken over all of New England, isn’t it?”

      A grimace darkened his face but did not dim his handsome features. He had the kind of rugged good looks that screamed bad boy, the kind she imaged caused red-blooded women to tumble into his bed and ask questions later. Her grandmother’s lessons to always read people before interacting echoed in her head. She pushed away the memories, the reminder of who she was, what she was.

      “Yeah. It’s easier that way, I guess. So many small covens; it just wasn’t, you know…”

      “Personal?”

      He smirked. “Economical. Hard to support all those mini empires. Made more sense to create one mega-coven. More money, more control over issues and stuff.”

      “I heard your coven now stretches all the way to South Carolina.”

      “You sound suspicious.”

      Adanna shrugged. “I’ve belonged to the Savannah Coven my whole life, and we’ve always been pretty small-town. Seems hard to believe all those covens were willing to be swallowed up by Big Brother, so to speak.”

      “Big Sister, more like. And times are changing. Most of the covens were run by older witches. They were tired, wanted to retire. And there aren’t enough marked Supremes to take their places. What else were they supposed to do?”

      Adanna raked a hand through her long locks. Why did the mention of a conglomerate of covens along the east coast get her so hot and bothered? What did it matter to her if an abnormally large group of witches and warlocks wanted to band together under one Supreme? Everybody knew witches needed someone to manage them, or at the very least, help when they ended up in hot water, which happened more frequently than it ought to. Harboring magic and keeping others from becoming aware was difficult, even for the most learned of witches.

      Adanna forced a smile and asked, “So what brings you to this part of the country, Anton Burke?”

      He looked up at the sign hanging over the entrance of the occult shop. It was decidedly creepy, which helped to discourage humans. Although the wards and negative impressions did not deter the otherworldly foot traffic she knew kept Rose, the shopkeeper, well stocked in handmade silver and rhinestone jewelry.

      “There’s a coven meeting today, right?”

      “Yes, but you don’t belong to this coven.” She glanced at her watch. “And it doesn’t start for another hour.”

      She made it a habit to arrive early, so she could chat with Rose, collect her bearings, and mentally prepare herself for the task at hand. Although truthfully, the coven meetings weren’t usually difficult to run. In fact, they were more often than not little more than social gatherings, and she liked most of the witches and warlocks who were members. Tonight’s meeting, in particular, should be an easy one. Her objective was nothing more than to remind everyone to be diligent, to report any zombie or spirit sightings directly to her, and to be careful using magic while imbibing on alcoholic beverages. Using magic while drunk was, by far, the most frequent transgression in her coven. Since a witch’s magic was significantly more powerful during Samhain, Adanna suspected she would have her work cut out for her on this, her first Halloween as the Supreme.

      “I’m visiting. Here to meet the Supreme Witch. Adanna Grandier.”

      “Why?”

      “I was told to seek her out. Help her adjust. I understand Vesna’s death was sudden, and that this Adanna might not be prepared to take over as Supreme Witch.”

      You can say that again. Adanna tugged at the front of her lime green ribbed tank top. “Great. My grandmother has been dead for months and she’s still interfering in my life.”

      Anton’s gray eyes flared as his gaze swept over her person, no doubt taking in the bright tank, the black yoga pants, the rhinestone studded flip-flops, and her black toenail polish, before coming to rest on her face. She imagined she looked more like a college student than a Supreme Witch, though she was closer to thirty than twenty, and she’d been studying for this position for damn near her entire life, whether she had wanted to or not. She lowered her head so her hair obscured her features, as was her habit. But he reached out, tentatively at first, then pushed at the dark waves, revealing proof positive she was the person he sought. She took a chance and glanced up, and was surprised by what she saw in his eyes.

      Hunger.

      “Beautiful.”

      She touched the side of her face, where a black vine twisted along her hairline, from her temple to her cheek. The scrollwork she’d been born with had been called a lot of things by a lot of different people–witches and humans both. Beautiful had never been one of those words.

      “It’s the mark of the Supreme Witch,” she muttered, hating it, as she had for most of her life. Her brother, Micah, hadn't been born with the telltale markings, but he’d coveted the position for as long as she could remember. If only she could give it to him. Then they’d both be happy.

      “I know. ‘Only the one whom carries the mark may rule.’ Would you believe our own coven had to import a Supreme from another state? When the last one died, there was no one to take over. In Salem, of all places.”

      “That is kind of ironic,” she admitted, then paused before saying, “How is it you’re connected to my grandmother?”

      “Synthia Montgomery is the Salem Supreme. We convinced her to move from Texas. She knew your grandmother. Even though her death was sudden, Vesna seemed to have anticipated it. She paid a visit to Synthia a few months ago and asked her to send me to help with your process of taking over.”

      It was exactly something her grandmother would do. Although, like Anton said, her death had been sudden. There had been no advance warning of the heart attack that had taken her from them, just a few short months ago. Still, Vesna Grandier had always been a planner, had always thought ahead. Adanna had started Supreme Witch training before she could speak, let alone comprehend what it meant to take over such an important position.

      “Why would she send you to help me?” She didn’t mean to sound ungrateful, or doubtful, but she well understood the importance of her position. Hell, half the time she suspected her own brother was brewing up an idea to steal the title and what he considered the prestige. He didn’t understand how thankless of a job it often was.

      “Synthia sent me. I’m kind of, I don’t know, an admin of sorts, I guess. She figured I’d be able to use my experience working with her to help you get settled into your position here.” His smile was charming, almost self-deprecating. She considered again reading him, but she’d probably get nothing more than a healthy dose of sexual attraction.

      Which she was woman enough to admit was most certainly two-sided.

      “Who’s Synthia? Your girlfriend?”

      His smile widened, and Adanna felt her face heat. Geez, could she have been any more obvious? Okay, yeah, she was attracted to him. He was hot, and she hadn’t so much as flirted with a guy in…well, it’d been a hot minute.

      Her fingers itched with the urge to rake through all that thick, dark hair. Maybe tug it to encourage him to drop his chin so she could access his full, kissable lips. What would the shadow covering his chin and cheeks feel like rubbing against the inside of her thigh? What did his thighs look like, out of those just-fitted-enough jeans? His loose, button-down shirt did not hide the bulges in his arms and chest–bulges she was certain could hold a woman up, while he pressed her against the wall and thrust into her, again and again…

      Goddess above, Adanna needed a life. Or at least a date. Preferably one that lasted until morning.

      “No girlfriend,” he said, as if she needed reassurance of that fact. Which she didn’t. Though it was nice to know.

      “So how can I help?” He arched his brows and smiled, like she was really going to ask for advice from some random warlock she’d never met before.

      “By staying quiet and not asking any questions, so this meeting doesn’t drag on,” she replied, reaching for the door to Reap What You Sow. Anton followed her inside.

      As always, the shop was as immaculately clean as it had been on the day it opened for the first time. Rose, the owner, was nothing if not meticulous when it came to her workspace. As she was one of Adanna’s closest friends, Adanna could attest that almost OCD sensibility carried through to every aspect of Rose’s life.

      Adanna’s gaze scanned dust-free shelves full of books and vials of potions, baskets of dried herbs, and various other sundry items necessary to the magical community. The place was packed with witches and warlocks and other magical beings, all hurrying to stock up in preparation for the Samhain celebrations that would begin at dusk. Out of this scene, most strange was that Rose, the shop’s proprietor and the keeper of the only key to the coven meeting room, was nowhere in sight.

      “That sounds easy enough,” Anton said, reminding Adanna of his presence and giving her a stab of guilt for treating him so poorly.

      “Look, I’m sorry I’m being bitchy. These meetings always stress me out. I know how to manage a coven–goddess knows my grandmother shoved the responsibilities down my throat enough. It’s just that I don’t want to. But I am running it, as you can see. Whether I like it or not, I’m not shirking my duties. So you can hang out for our meeting, I’m sure I can get you an invite to any number of Samhain celebrations for tonight, and then you can go home and tell what’s her name that I’m doing just fine. She can have a little séance, report back to Grandmother, or whatever. How’s that sound?”

      “Sounds like you have a lot of built up resentment.”

      Adanna heard him, but she wasn’t listening. She was too busy looking around the shop, hoping for a glimpse of Rose. It didn’t make sense that she wasn’t there, tending to her customers.

      Adanna swept past a group of teenage girls fawning over vials of love potion and headed to the crooked staircase carved from an ancient walnut tree. The stairs led down to the secret coven meeting room, located beneath the occult shop. Black and white sketches of past Supreme Witches adorned the wall. She cringed when she rounded a bend and came upon her own portrait. The artist managed to capture the scrollwork on her face so vividly, the eye was instantly drawn to it, even though Adanna had specifically told her to tone it down.

      Anton paused, staring at the portrait. He stroked his fingers over the glass covering the artwork. “So beautiful.” Goddess above, he sounded almost reverent.

      “The artist is very talented.”

      “I can see that, but that wasn’t what I—”

      Adanna cleared her throat and hurried to the bottom of the twisted staircase.

      A single wall sconce illuminated the misshapen door leading into the meeting room.

      The door that was slightly ajar.

      Wait. That door was never open, not unless witches and warlocks were either entering or leaving a coven meeting. She started to dash across the cool tile floor, but a hand on her arm stopped her.

      “What’s wrong?” Anton asked.

      “Why do you think something’s wrong?”

      He shrugged. “You suddenly got tense and looked as if you were about to sprint over to that door.”

      “I was. I am.” She glanced at the partially open door again, and swore she saw movement inside the room. “It’s not supposed to be open.” Adanna glanced at the staircase again. “Although Rose isn’t upstairs…”

      “You do realize you’re talking in riddles, right?”

      She shook her head, tried to smile, and probably failed miserably. “Sorry. Rose owns the shop. She has the only key to this room. She and the Supreme are the only beings allowed to hold the key. Normally, on a day as busy as Halloween, Rose would be upstairs in the main shop. But she wasn’t up there, and now the door is open, and…”

      “Got it.” He stepped in front of her, facing the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going in first. Stay out here until I give the all clear.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. This is my coven.” Adanna was surprised at her own burst of ownership. Her thoughts were usually more along the lines of, I wish I wasn’t the leader, let alone part of this coven.

      “Yeah, and that means I’m more expendable than you.” He took a step toward the door.

      “Expendable? Good grief, nothing terrible or evil has happened within this coven in over a hundred years. I highly doubt we have to worry about—”

      Rose stood inside the meeting room, with her back to Adanna and Anton. An ornately designed key was clutched in one hand. At her feet lay a man, unconscious, with blood pooling on the wooden floor around his head. When Adanna gasped, Rose jerked her head around. Her eyes widened as her gaze swept over first Adanna then Anton, before she turned fully around and strode toward them. Without a word, she pressed the key into Adanna’s hand and fled the room.

      “What was that about?” Anton asked. He walked over, crouched next to the prone man, and pressed his fingers to his throat. “Still alive.”

      “Thank the goddess. And I have no idea what that was about. What happened to him?”

      Anton inspected the man’s head. “I’m guessing he was hit on the head with a blunt object. Do you know him?” He pulled a snowy white handkerchief out of a pocket in his jeans and pressed it to the wound on the back of the man’s head, while murmuring an incantation. Adanna recognized it as a healing spell.

      “No. The woman who left–that’s Rose. But she wouldn’t have attacked an unarmed man.”

      Anton tugged something out of the man’s hand. He lifted it to show Adanna. It looked like a scepter. It was silver, twisted with gold, and inlaid with dark red rubies. “Maybe she thought he was armed,” he suggested.

      “Is he a warlock?” Adanna had never been very good at determining what a person was with just a look, unlike most magical beings, who were able to sense one another almost like dogs scenting each other. She assumed it had something to do with her reluctance to even want to be a witch in the first place.

      “No.” Anton furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure what he is. But definitely not a warlock.”

      “Oh goddess, please don’t tell me a human found his way down here. Unless that’s why Rose hit him. Maybe she was trying to give him amnesia, so he would forget that he saw this room. Maybe…” She babbled on, caught in her own fear of detection, until Anton stood, grabbed her forearms, and pulled her into his embrace.

      She tripped over her own feet and fell into his arms, clutching at his shirt. Her breasts smashed against his chest, which wasn’t yielding a bit under the pressure. Goddess, the man was solid muscle. Relaxing her hold on his shirt, she wrapped her arms around his waist and smoothed her palms up his back, enjoying the way his muscles twitched as she did so.

      “You okay now?” His voice was gruff, his breath hot against her ear. If she turned her head, their lips would be millimeters apart. She was shocked that she wanted to do it, to kiss him, to lose herself in his taste. She couldn’t seem to think straight, and it was his fault. Well, his body’s fault.

      She nodded, too afraid her voice would crack if she spoke.

      “I highly doubt Rose would bludgeon a human who happened to stumble down here. As I’m sure you are aware, there are far less abusive ways to erase someone’s memory. Plus, while the guy’s definitely not a warlock, I’m also pretty sure he isn’t human.”

      Adanna cleared her throat several times before saying, “Right. Well, we all know the veil between worlds is thinnest during Samhain, so he could be just about anything.”

      Which was concerning. There were a lot of secrets down here in this room, spells and charms that would be disastrous if they fell into the wrong hands. “Do you think he’s dangerous?”

      “Would Rose have left him here if he were?” Anton asked, sounding terribly reasonable.

      Which was good. She needed the reassurance. She was having a difficult time concentrating. Possibly because she hadn’t released her grip on Anton.

      Of course, neither had he let her go.

      She was surprised at her own attraction–his delicious muscles not withstanding. She tended to date humans, not warlocks, nor any magical beings, for that matter.

      Although she wasn’t exactly shunning Anton at the moment. In fact, she shifted her hips, reveling in the rather large, firm lump she felt pressing into her belly.

      Oh, my.

      Before she could shame herself further, a sound distracted her. She reluctantly extracted herself from Anton’s arms and turned toward the man she’d momentarily forgotten was in the room with them.

      Except he wasn’t unconscious anymore.

      “Here, let me help you,” Anton said, reaching for the man, who had pushed himself into a seated position. His gaze was locked on the scepter Anton still held in his hand. He appeared confused, until Anton spoke. Then his entire body gave a jerk, his gaze darted from Anton to Adanna, and he abruptly leaped to his feet. Before either of them could register what was happening, he snagged the scepter and fled from the room.

      They stood where they were, listening to the pounding of his feet on the crooked stairs. A moment later, the jangling of bells heralded the opening and closing of the shop’s door.

      “What just happened?” Adanna mused.

      “I don’t know, but I do know one thing. I’d really like to continue what I hope was about to happen before he woke up. Are you free after this meeting?”

      Adanna’s face heated and she lowered her lashes over her eyes, both flustered and flattered by his attention. “Um, why don’t we get through the meeting first?” she stalled, because she had no idea how to respond. Her body screamed yes, while her mind reminded her that it was Samhain and she had a job to do.

      Not to mention, he was a warlock. From Massachusetts. She didn’t date warlocks, nor was she into one-night stands, and she doubted the guy could turn into a human and decide to move to Savannah.

      “Deal,” he said with what appeared to be an excited grin.

      “O-okay. I’m going to go grab a mop to clean up the, er, mess, before everyone arrives.”

      “Good idea. I’ll straighten up the room.”

      “T-thanks.” She hurried away, needing the distance so she could try to get her head on straight.

      Damn it, she had a coven meeting to run.
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      The meeting was a disaster. Good for Anton’s purposes, not so good for the hapless, young coven leader. She stuttered and floundered and generally looked like anything but a leader, although damn, she was nice to look at. Smokin’. Shit, after he’d pulled her into his arms and she’d done that little wiggle thing with her hips, he was pretty sure he would have tried to fuck her on the spot. Too bad the unconscious guy on the floor had chosen that moment to wake up. The man had lousy timing.

      Synthia hadn’t mentioned the Savannah Supreme was so young. For some reason, Anton had assumed he would be dealing with somebody more Synthia’s age. Or any of the other coven leaders he’d met in his life. The vast majority were old ladies–and occasionally geezers–before they took on the title.

      Not Adanna Grandier. Nothing about her was old, except the magic swirling in her blood and the history behind that sexy tattoo marking her as a leader. Every witch or warlock born as a Supreme had a slightly different variation of that mark, and in a different place on their body, too. He imagined it had been hard on her growing up, a young child with intricate scrollwork on her face. Or maybe it had been hard on her mother. Humans were so critical, always fast to call someone out for something they didn’t believe was right. If only they knew, that tat represented more power than they could possibly comprehend.

      And Synthia wanted it.

      You have a job to do, boy-o. Distract the Supreme, let Synthia do her thing, then hightail it out of town before anyone connects the two actions. He had no reason, no desire to stay in Savannah any longer than he had to, to do Synthia’s bidding.

      Good thing she hadn’t clarified just how she wanted him to distract the dark-haired beauty. Anton’s initial plan of charming her with tea and silly spells, opening doors and rescuing cats from trees went out the window the moment he realized Adanna was the woman he needed to distract. Oh no, there would be no cat rescuing for this lady. Cat licking, maybe…This was going to be the best job Anton had ever taken for the power hungry Supreme Witch to whom he was beholden.

      Oh yeah.

      He should have taken the opening when she bumbled and fumbled through the meeting, even if he fully intended to get horizontal with her later. But he hadn’t been able to do it. When a group of old biddies ganged up on her after she said she had no intention of wandering the streets tonight, searching for zombies and lost spirits, Anton should have goaded them on, should have encouraged others to join their plight. Instead, he defended the young leader, arguing that she intended to make herself available, should anyone witness such sightings. If she was out looking for zombies herself, how was she supposed to help when someone actually did find one?

      And when somebody brought up the fact that Rose hadn’t been upstairs before the meeting so they could purchase goods for their Samhain celebrations, he suggested she might have been busy with a personal matter and would likely be available when they were done. He hadn’t missed the look of appreciation that crossed Adanna’s beautiful, porcelain doll-like face. That alone had been worth not taking advantage of the opportunity to ruin the meeting. That and the promise of hot, sweaty sex, later, in his hotel room. Screw Samhain bonfires and Halloween gatherings. He had plans for a party of two, and it was going to last all night long.

      That would be distracting, wouldn’t it? The idea was sure as hell distracting him at the moment. Her casual attire and the black polish on her toes was sexy as hell. She was the most attractive woman he’d ever encountered. Probably due to his surprise at discovering she was closer to his age and not an old lady. Or maybe it was the way her curves had felt under his hands when he’d hugged her.

      Maybe it was the look in her eyes–a little bit lost, but with a determination to make it through whatever the hell she needed to get through. He wondered at her story. She clearly did not want to be the Supreme Witch. Why not? He’d never met one who hadn’t let all that power go to her head before. Adanna Grandier was intriguing, in more ways than one.

      He couldn’t wait to peel away the layers. Of her clothes, that was. Anton didn’t do emotional connections. But physical ones were an entirely different matter…

      The meeting lasted an hour, and it didn’t seem like much of anything was accomplished. Adanna gave the usual warnings to watch out for zombies and poltergeists that liked to taunt–and sometimes harm–the humans who all thought the last day of October was an excuse to get drunk, dress up, and pretend to be something they didn’t even believe existed. When she gently reminded the attendees to use magic responsibly and not imbibe too much before doing so, a cluster of elderly witches took offense and there were some tense moments as Adanna swore she wasn’t trying to ruin their fun. Anton had been as shocked as she when he spoke up and pointed out that they managed to perform magic on every other day of the year without getting wasted first.

      Another lost chance at ruining her. Was he losing his game, or was he just that desperate to get into her pants? There couldn’t be any other reason. It surely wasn’t because he actually liked the young Supreme, that he respected her determination to take care of her coven, her own wishes be damned.

      He reminded himself that he didn’t let emotions get involved and decided his own thoughts were distracted by the idea of the impending hookup. Better for his ego. And, hopefully, the brain below his waist that was far too eager for this meeting to end.

      The shopkeeper still hadn’t returned by the time it was over, and the witches in attendance began to complain, as if the owner’s disappearing act was at all Adanna’s fault. One sultry forty-something witch wearing a slinky red dress and far too much makeup stabbed her blood red nail at the Supreme. “That key works on her cash register,” she said in a gravely voice indicative of too many cigarettes over too many years. “I’ve seen Rose use it a thousand times.”

      Adanna lifted the key from where she’d placed it on the table and gave it a dubious look. Feeling sorry for the overwhelmed woman, Anton stepped closer and whispered, “I’ll help. I’ve worked retail before. I can help you manage this.”

      The look of appreciation she gave him caused a fluttering in his chest. He refused to believe it was anything beyond the feeling of satisfaction that he’d all but sealed the deal. He was definitely getting laid tonight. Synthia’s plans could wait ’til tomorrow.

      “Okay, okay.” Adanna raised the key over her head, waving it to draw everyone’s attention. “I’ll go upstairs and open Rose’s register, so you all can purchase your goods. But no non-standard sales. I don’t want to under or overcharge you for something without her knowledge.”

      Anton followed her from the room, the excited chattering from the other members of the coven trailing in his wake.
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      It was another hour before Adanna finally blew out a sigh and locked the register. Anton tossed a bit of magic at the door, causing the OPEN sign to flip to CLOSED. As he turned around, he caught a whiff of her scent. She smelled like magic and springtime, flowers and grass after a heavy rain.

      Jesus, he was turning into a goddamn loon. He definitely needed to fuck this girl, if only to release the pressure that was suddenly building in his chest. And other places.

      “Hey,” she said, sounding surprised he was still there.

      “My place or yours?”

      She gave a start and blinked rapidly, her breathing suddenly shallow. He silently cursed himself. It was hard to change, though. He was used to being an asshole. It was part of his persona. Synthia expected it of him. A fair number of the jobs she sent him on required him to put his own opinions, feelings, and expectations on the backburner.

      It’s just a job.

      But Adanna was not just a job. If she was, he would have ruined her coven meeting, done what he’d been sent out to do, and would already be heading to the airport by now. Back to Synthia, and whatever his next assignment would be. Normally, he felt ambivalence about the start and end of his contracted jobs. Today, he felt relieved this one wasn’t over yet.

      Get it together, Anton.

      “Um, I skipped lunch, and I’m starved. Why don’t we grab a bite to eat somewhere?”

      Right. Eating. In a public place. Which was smart of her, of course, and he had to respect that. Except it meant making small talk, getting to know her better, and doing his damndest to avoid telling her anything personal about himself.

      “Sure. That sounds great.”
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      He was forward yet polite, confident, and able to handle the naysayers in the coven with an ease that made Adanna jealous. And she couldn’t forget attractive. The man was serious eye candy, and after that hug they’d shared in the coven meeting room, she knew for a fact all those bulges were muscle. She hadn’t wanted to let him go because of it.

      Now she was dining with Anton, her attraction growing with each nanosecond, yet she knew next to nothing about him. He was from Salem, his coven leader had been imported from Texas, and he was a contractor by trade. He hadn’t even elaborated on what he was contracted to do.

      I don’t care, I still want to sleep with him.

      It was crazy, thinking this way. She had next to zero experience with warlocks, save those in her coven, who treated her as either a leader or a child, depending on their age and longevity within the coven. She had only ever dated human men, and by dated, she meant it often took months before they moved to the level she wanted to go with Anton…tonight.

      She wanted was get to know his body. Up close and personal. With her tongue. Everywhere. Did he have tattoos? Piercings? That V-shaped muscle on his hips that led to the Promised Land? She wanted to smooth her hand over the scruff on his face, run her fingers through his hair. She wanted to strip off his clothes and stare at him. Maybe lick him. Definitely lick him. All over. She could hardly concentrate on their conversation, for all the thoughts running through her head.

      “Thanks for your help at the coven meeting,” she said after the server cleared their empty plates and returned with fresh drinks–mulled cider for her and a pumpkin ale for him. She’d brought him to Stay A Spell, a B&B with an attached pub that catered specifically to witches and other magical beings who, while they lived amongst the humans, preferred to socialize with their own kind.

      The pub was quiet at the moment, but Adanna knew it would pick up later in the evening, as local magical beings tended to migrate here after their bonfires and other Samhain celebrations marking the end of the harvest. She figured it was the perfect place to take a warlock she knew precious little about. They could talk freely for now, but if she decided she didn’t want to be alone with him, in a few hours, the place would be packed, allowing her the opportunity to either lose him in the crowd, or at the very least, engage others in their conversation, so she was no longer alone with him.

      Considering the way Cook, the owner of Stay A Spell, had stopped by their booth and given Anton her stamp of approval, Adanna supposed she didn’t have to worry overmuch about his intentions. While Cook had precious little magical ability, she was a damn fine judge of character. If there was something wrong with Anton, she would have sensed it, and would have warned Adanna away, rather than fawn over the attractive young man.

      Attractive young man? The guy was a freaking god. Maybe he’d be willing to strip naked and let her paint his image. Or better yet, paint on his body. With chocolate.

      “Sorry–what?”

      His mouth twisted into a sardonic smile, and Adanna suspected he well knew what he was doing to her senses. She couldn’t decide if that was a good or bad thing.

      “I said you’re welcome, although I didn’t really do anything. Oh, and by the way, I happen to be staying right here. Upstairs.”

      She held her breath, waiting for him to say, “Want to check out my room?” But he didn’t, and she finally slowly expelled the air from her lungs.

      “That makes sense. This is the only place in town that caters exclusively to the magical community. Most of our kind have one foot in the human world and one in the magical world.”

      “So you have a life outside the coven?”

      Adanna shrugged and sipped the cooling cider. The mulling spices tickled her nose, but she breathed deep, enjoying the aroma. “I receive a small stipend for being the Supreme, but it isn’t nearly enough to live on. My grandmother set it up a long time ago. Most of the funds we collect are used to support witches in need, and I see no reason to change that. Most of my time as Supreme is actually spent sorting through requests and determining who gets how much of our funds, and then going back to the coven and asking for more.” Her laugh was bitter. Her coven was generous, but the need always outweighed the amount of money the members brought in. Even with a portion of Rose’s sales at the occult shop and the generous donations Cook made, there was always more that could be done.

      “Ironically, I work for a human nonprofit agency as well. I plan events to help them raise money.”

      This smile was more gentle, sweeter than the last. And Adanna had to dig her nails into her palms to keep from grabbing him by the front of his shirt and dragging him upstairs. She glanced down at her drink. Had he added a love potion when she turned her head for a split second? She pushed the drink away.

      “Something wrong?” Anton asked, his thick, dark brows furrowing.

      “No.” She shook her head. “No. I just–I just want to have a clear head, that’s all.”

      “For what?”

      “Um…” That was a damn good question. Why did she need a clear head? “In case I get any calls.” She pulled her phone out of her purse and placed it on the table. “As the Supreme, I have to be on call all night.”

      “A thankless job.”

      She shrugged. How many times had she thought the exact same thing? “But it’s my job. Imagine if a zombie actually got a hold of a human? The consequences to the entire magical community could be devastating.”

      “Zombies are idiots. Whoever spots one can take care of the problem without calling you.”

      “Probably. But the rules are, the Supreme has to be notified. I have to document all sightings and send the information up to Salem, actually. Your Supreme keeps the log for the entire country.”

      “Trust me, Synthia wouldn’t let her duties stop her from having a good time tonight.”

      Adanna smiled. “Are you implying I should do the same?”

      His answering grin was full of mischief–and promise. Lots and lots of promise. “That’s exactly what I’m implying. I have a few ideas to help you do it, too.”

      “Is it warm in here?” She fanned her face.

      Anton chuckled. “This whole damn town is warm to me.”

      “Cool. I meant cool. It’s cool in here. Maybe we should go up to your room. I bet it’s hotter–er–warmer up there.”

      Anton’s eyes flared, and she knew he comprehended what she was trying to convey with her jumbled words, which was good, because she was shocked she’d actually been brave enough to invite herself up to his room.

      He kept those pale gray eyes on her face while he slid out of the booth and tugged his wallet out of his back pocket. He tossed several bills onto the table and then offered his hand. She slipped her smaller one into his, and he pulled her close, pushing the hair away from the side of her face on which the Supreme mark was permanently tattooed.

      “It’s definitely warmer in my room.” His voice was a breathy whisper next to her ear. She shivered and he stroked his finger along her hairline, tracing the mark. “Let’s go,” he said abruptly, and he all but dragged her away from the booth and up the stairs to the upper level, where the rented rooms were located.
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        * * *

      

      Calm the fuck down, asshole.

      It wasn’t like this was his first time with a woman–or even with a woman of power. Anton had been Synthia’s lackey for a damn long time, and he’d done some shady things on her orders–including sleep with women for a specific purpose.

      Like stealing their position within the coven.

      Okay, he hadn’t yet done that exact thing, but it was arguably what he was doing at the moment.

      Yeah, right. He was in this for the pleasure, plain and simple. It wouldn’t have mattered if Adanna was a homeless woman or the freaking President of the United States–he wanted to fuck her, and he wanted to do it right now. He pulled an antique key out of his pocket and noticed his hand shook when he tried to insert it into the lock. He pressed his palm against the wooden door and scrubbed the other over his face.

      “Damn.”

      “What’s wrong?” Adanna sounded all innocent and concerned–exactly what he didn’t need. And exactly what he wanted.

      “I don’t think I believed you would really say yes.”

      She sputtered out a laugh. His dick swelled to the point of pain. Over a fucking laugh? What the hell was wrong with him?

      “I didn’t think I’d say yes, either. But sometimes you have to listen to your, er, gut. And mine is telling me that I’m about to experience the best few hours of my life.”

      “Damn right you are.” He finally managed to stab the key into the keyhole, twisted, and pushed the door open. He had just enough sense left to step to the side so she could walk inside first, then he closed the door behind him and stood there, watching her take in their surroundings.

      His room was at the top of the stairs, on the third floor, which was basically an attic converted into an additional source of income. Wooden beams lined the ceiling, and the lone window was round, like what one would experience in the cabin of a cruise ship. When it was turned on, a small chandelier hanging from the center of the ceiling was the main source of light. The bits of glass dripping from the wrought iron configuration made gentle tinkling noises in the breeze drifting in through the open window. The bed was the centerpiece, a monstrosity with an ornately carved headboard and a white quilt covering the sheets, emphasizing the mound of pillows that had been fluffed and positioned just so by the cleaning staff at the inn.

      When he checked in yesterday, he had looked at the room as nothing more than a place to sleep, while he was otherwise engaged in doing Synthia’s bidding. Now, he viewed it with a more critical eye, and decided it was a hell of a place to seduce the smokin’ hot leader of the Savannah Coven.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      “It is,” he responded, stepping up behind her and grasping her waist.

      “I meant the room.”

      “I didn’t.”

      He brushed her hair to the side and kissed her collarbone. She made a small, erotic noise, deep in her throat. Anton’s fingers dug into her flesh for a moment before he sucked in a deep breath and focused on maintaining his equilibrium. Never before had a woman affected him like this. It was frustrating as hell. On one hand, he wanted to throw her down on the bed and fuck her for the fourteen seconds it would probably take him to climax, on the other, he wanted to stretch this out as long as possible, to enjoy the buildup, revel in the seduction.

      Watch her reach Nirvana under his ministrations.

      “I don’t usually do this,” she whispered, her voice teasing across his senses, making his inner turmoil that much more difficult. Why did she have to be so damn sexy, so damn cute, so damn young? This gig would have been a thousand times easier if his quarry was an old woman with a penchant for doilies and black cats.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he responded. She turned her face toward him and he dropped kisses on her neck, up to her ear, where he nibbled on the lobe. A gold hoop with an intricate design sliced through one hole in her ear, a diamond stud through another, and there was a tiny gold hoop stuck through the upper curve. He didn’t fail to note that she had plenty of piercings, yet worked so hard to hide the scrollwork on the side of her face, something that should have been a mark of pride.

      Dusk had fallen, bathing the room in darkness. He pressed his lips to her ear and whispered an incantation. The candles positioned on various horizontal surfaces in the room flared to life, their shimmering flames causing shadows to dance across the walls. She twisted her upper body so she could look him in the face.

      “That’s not a common spell. Or an easy one.”

      He stroked his finger along her hairline again. “If you want, I can turn on the chandelier.”

      She glanced up at the glass and wrought iron structure hanging from the ceiling. He could tell she was counting the number of electric bulbs.

      “That’s okay.” Her voice was breathy, sexy as fuck. He cupped her chin, capturing her in that pose, and attacked her lips, kissing her, demanding she stop teasing and give him what he wanted.

      If only he knew what that was.

      He wanted her, of course, but it was more than that. Right now, at this moment, before they even shed a stitch of clothing, he knew it was more than simple physical gratification. Considering this was a job and Synthia was paying him handsomely, he should be appalled, maybe even scared. But he wasn’t. All he could focus on was the dark-haired beauty who swore one-night stands were not her normal modus operandi.

      And yet she offered herself to him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Adanna tried to twist in his arms, to fully face him, but he held her where she was, his front to her back. He continued pressing kisses to her ear, her neck, chasing her lips when she gasped as he cupped her breasts, rubbing his thumbs over the tight, hard nubs.

      Oh goddess, she wanted more, so much more. She arched her back, pressing into his touch, and cried out when he abruptly dropped his hands to her waist.

      Her protest turned to a moan when he slipped his hands under her tank top. She gasped when he smoothed one hand up her belly, then her rib cage, until he cupped her breast with only her bra between his skin and hers.

      She arched, pressing her ass against his dick. He continued to massage her breast while he dropped the other hand to cup her sex through her tight yoga pants. She squirmed and spread her legs when he pressed against her inner thigh. He moved his hand up, rubbing his thumb in a circle over her clit, and she cried out, this time in pleasure. He continued his ministrations and she began muttering words that, had she been concentrating, might have been some sort of spell.

      His entire body jerked as if he’d been electrocuted when she reached around to cup his dick.

      “Adanna.” Her name was a moan. He adjusted his stance, moving his groin out of her reach.

      “I want to touch you, too.” She could hear the pout in her own voice.

      “I’m going to lose it if you keep touching me.”

      She smiled. “Isn’t that the point?”

      “Well, I figured you ought to get a little pleasure out of it first.”

      “I’m definitely getting pleasure,” she assured him. He pressed his finger against her folds. “I’m hot,” she said on a gasp.

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re wearing too many clothes.”

      “You’re right. Let’s get out of them.”

      He pushed her tank up, flipping it over her head and tossing it to the side, before hooking his thumbs into the waistband of her pants and crouching on his haunches to push them to her ankles, dropping a kiss on her hipbone as she stepped out of the puddle of material.

      “What about you?”

      He straightened and grabbed her hand, kissed each fingertip in turn, then pressed the palm against his throbbing erection. “You do the honors.”

      She massaged his dick for a few moments, enjoying his unfettered reaction, and then smoothed her hands up, under his shirt, over his abs, and across his chest, curling her fingers so her nails raked across all those sharp plains and muscles. He breathed through his teeth and his eyes fluttered closed.

      She lifted the hem of his shirt and felt his gaze on her as she took in the bare skin underneath. “I love this muscle,” she murmured, stroking a finger along the line over his hip. His body bucked, and her lips quirked as she did it again.

      “So you’re a sadist,” he commented.

      She laughed. “No. Just enjoying the fact that I can do this to you.”

      “You cannot even comprehend what you do to me.” He snagged the front of his shirt and jerked it open, Superman-style, sending buttons flying every which way, before pulling it over his shoulders and letting it drop to the floor.

      She gasped.

      He froze with his hands on his belt buckle. He looked at her face and then followed her line of vision to the scrollwork running the length of his ribcage on the left side. It was as intricate and detailed as her own, although lucky him, in a far less…obvious location on his body.

      “You’re a Supreme.” Her voice was hushed.

      He sighed and let her go when she stepped away from him. “No. Just marked as one.”

      “But–but you said you had to import your Supreme from somewhere else. Texas. I don’t understand. Why?” She waved her hand in a jerking motion, indicating the tattoo he’d surely been born with.

      “My dad was the Supreme over our coven before Synthia. I was too young to take over when he died. So Synthia stepped in.” He paused for a moment. “Is this going to be a problem?”

      It should be. He’d lied to her, after all. Or at least omitted an important bit of information.

      But was it, really? They were in Savannah and he was leaving at some point, likely in the near future. Why did it matter that he wasn’t ruling his own coven? Was she really going to let this ruin what she was certain could be one of the best nights of her life?

      She shook her head. “It just took me by surprise, that’s all. I guess I would have expected you to mention it.”

      “Would you have, if you were in my position?”

      “No.” She wouldn’t have. If her mark were in a less conspicuous place, she’d likely not tell anyone about it. They certainly had that in common. One more reason to have no regrets over what she was choosing to do with him tonight.

      She reached for him, slipped her finger into one of the belt loops on his jeans, and pulled him closer. He stood there, breathing shallowly, while she unbuckled his belt and unsnapped his pants.

      He groaned and took a few steps backward, until his shoulders pressed against the wall. She went with him, her hands working to free him from his jeans. “You’re going to kill me,” he said.

      “Goddess, I hope not.” She slid the zipper down and pushed the lips of his jeans out of the way so she could stroke his erection through his boxers. He closed his eyes but then popped them open.

      “Goddamn it.” He grasped her arms, turned her around so she was the one with her back against the wall. He pulled his wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans and tugged out a condom before dropping the folded leather over his shoulder. “You’re good to spend the night, right?”

      Whoa. “Um, sure, I guess.”

      “Good. Because I can’t hold out any longer. I need to fuck you. But I swear, this is only the first time. You’ll get something out of this. I’ll make damn sure of it. I just–fuck.” He grabbed her panties and shoved them down her legs, waiting impatiently while she gyrated her way out of them. He reached around her back and expertly flicked the fastener on her bra. After flinging it to the side, he reached up and palmed her breasts. He bent and licked first one, then the other. His dick gave a seemingly impatient jerk when she arched her back and threading her fingers in his hair.

      Anton pulled away enough to shove his boxers down his legs, tear open the condom wrapper, and cover himself with the slippery material. Then he was back, pressing her into the wall, rolling his hips, teasing her by sliding his dick between her folds but not entering her.

      “Not enough,” she protested.

      “I got you,” he said through gritted teeth and then he grabbed her thighs and lifted her off her feet.

      She gasped and wrapped her arms around his neck. “This is exactly as I imagined us, when I first met you.”

      “Adanna.” It felt like he was saying a whole lot with that single word, but she was too focused on the impending pleasure to pick it apart.

      She reached between them and wrapped her hand around his dick, stroking until he muttered a few choice curse words. Giggling, she positioned him at her opening and he slid into her like a hot knife through butter, then stopped, filling her, his dick pulsing inside her. They were both breathing erratically.

      “What the hell is going on with us?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      “I don’t know, but move, damn it.”

      He obliged. His hips flexed again and again, flesh slapping flesh, while she moaned and gasped and scored her nails across his back.

      Her orgasm slammed into her out of nowhere, and she began pistoning her hips, panting like she was running a damn marathon, dragging it out because it was oh-so-delicious. She dropped her arms to squeeze his ass as she threw her head back and closed her eyes.

      “So. Fucking. Sexy,” he ground out between thrusts before chasing her over the edge and shouting her name. She’d never appreciated her own name as much as she did in that moment.

      Slowly, carefully, he lowered himself until he was sitting on the wooden floor, gently bringing her with him. He twisted around so his back pressed against the wall and she was curled in his lap. Her head lolled against his shoulder. When she looked up, he smiled warmly.

      “Hey,” she said softly.

      “Hey yourself.”

      “That was good.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Actually, it was way more than good. I’m just incapable of coherent thought at the moment, so I can’t think of anything more appropriate to say.”

      He chuckled. “That’s okay.” He smoothed his hand over her hair, and she appreciated the fact that there was no awkwardness between them, like so often happened in situations like this, where two people trip into bed together after meeting only hours prior. Or, in their case, against the wall.

      “How long are you in town, anyway?”
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      She shattered the comfortable feeling that had descended over them as they sat there, leaning against the wall, him cradling her in his lap, naked, sated after an incredibly erotic sex session.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      “Never mind. Forget I asked. So, what do you want to do now?” She tried to crawl out of his lap, but he chuckled and held her there.

      “I want to do that again, but I need a few minutes for my body to recuperate enough to make it happen.”

      “Oh.”

      “And I’m not sure how long I’m in town. My return plane ticket is open-ended. I came here to help you, remember?”

      “Right.” Boy, had he helped her. Helped her discover she had never before experienced sex the way it was meant to be. Helped awaken her before now relatively dormant libido. Which was good and bad. Good, for obvious reasons. Bad because the reality was, Anton was from Salem and had no intention of staying permanently. She should not–could not–think in terms of relationship or forever. She might only have tonight.

      “So I sort of fantasized about exactly what we just did, when we first met.”

      “Oh yeah?” He sounded…she couldn’t tell. Amused? Impressed? Happy? Goddess, she was so terrible at this part. And she usually knew her partner a hell of a lot better than she knew Anton, by the time they got to this point.

      He nudged her back, so she climbed out of his lap. He stood and then swept her into his arms. She clasped her hands behind his neck and gave a small shriek, the noise ending in an oomph when he tossed her onto the bed. “Don’t move,” he said, and then he disappeared into the bathroom.

      When he returned, the used condom was gone, and he carried a handful of new ones. She arched her brows. “I see you have high hopes.”

      He shrugged and dumped them on the bedside table before picking up the phone. “They’re always in my shaving kit. You never know, right?”

      “Right.”

      He turned away and spoke into the receiver, low enough that she only caught words here and there. After a few moments, he hung up the phone and dropped onto the bed.

      She arched her brow. “What was that?”

      “Sustenance. I don’t want you to waste away before morning.”

      “We just ate dinner.”

      “We also just burned off about a thousand calories. And hopefully we’ll burn a few thousand more before daylight.”

      “While we wait for food, I should check my phone, see if anyone needs me.” She started to roll away from him, but he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close instead, positioning her so she was on her back and he lay half on top of her.

      “That can wait. First, I want to kiss you. It’s been too long.”

      “It’s only been—” The rest of the sentence was lost in the kiss, so deep, so intense, so passionate, her brain stopped functioning for long seconds. The man had turned the act into an art form. She wondered if he was a master with potions, for surely he should bottle this and turn it into the greatest love potion ever. He was that good. So good…

      A sharp knock on the door pulled her back to reality. “Room service,” someone called from the hall.

      “Damn.” Anton pulled away and rolled off the bed, snagging a black robe from the floor and pulling it over his shoulders as he headed toward the door. Adanna looked around, noticed her clothing strewn every which way, and quickly crawled under the blankets, in case the attendant was able to peek into the room. Besides having no wish for anyone else to see her naked, she didn’t need anyone in the local magical community to know she was currently engaged in a one-night stand with a warlock from another state.

      “...no, no, I got it. I’d be shirking my duties if I left this cart out here in the hall. Let me just–oh. Adanna.”

      So much for that idea.

      Samona Westwood’s dark eyes widened when her gaze fell upon Adanna, sitting in the middle of the giant bed, clutching the white quilt to her breast. Samona was a young witch, a single mom who had stumbled into their coven after the one in which she grew up cast her out for getting pregnant by a human. Considering Adanna herself was half-human, she could certainly understand the poor girl’s plight. She’d used the coven’s resources to pay the deposit and first month’s rent on an apartment, helped the younger witch find decently priced childcare, and arranged for Cook to give her a job at Stay A Spell.

      Now, she stood just inside the room, staring at Adanna, who stared back and fought a grimace.

      Damn it, she never should have listened to her inner hussy.

      “Um…” Adanna cleared her throat. “Hi, Samona. I see you drew the short straw tonight.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Adanna waved at the cart laden with an array of hot and cold appetizers and a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Working on Samhain.”

      “Oh. Yeah, well, it’s no big deal. Cook let me bring Wendy in with me, and my shift will be over before it gets busy tonight. What are you doing here?”

      Adanna decided that question didn’t need a detailed answer. Anton clearly sensed her discomfort. He shoved a wad of bills at Samona and shooed her out of the room. He closed the door and then leaned against it and blew out a breath.

      “I hope that didn’t undermine your authority or something?”

      Adanna lifted one shoulder in a shrug and peered at the cart full of food. “Samona is a sweet girl, but she doesn’t have a lot of common sense. Maybe I’ll get lucky and she’ll forget all about this by the time her shift ends. Not that I’m embarrassed to be seen with you, of course.”

      Anton plucked the wine bottle off the cart and sat on the bed next to her. “I get it. Here.” He half filled a glass and offered it to her. She accepted it and slid off the bed, padding over to where she’d left her purse on the dresser next to the television.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking my phone for–hey, that’s mine.”

      He hid the phone behind his back. “No business. Not right now. Let’s just enjoy the evening.”

      “Give it back. I’m the Supreme, Anton. Tonight of all nights, I can’t shirk my duties. However tempted I might be to do so.”

      He grimaced. Why did he seem so determined to keep her from checking on the coven?

      He glanced at her phone, then at her. Their gazes locked for a long moment, until he reluctantly offered her the device. Adanna accepted it and let out a startled yelp.

      “Forty-seven text messages and half as many voicemails? Goddess above, what is going on?” Alarm shot through her system as she scrolled through the messages on her phone and then scrambled around the room, searching for her clothes. “What are you doing?” she asked when he did the same.

      “Going with you.”

      “Why?”

      He grabbed his shirt, lifted it to eye level and stared at the strings dangling from where the buttons should be. He tossed it to the floor again before striding over to a black leather bag perched on a chair near the window and extracting a blue T-shirt and pulling it over his head.

      “For the obvious reason: because I want to make sure you’re okay. But also because I’m pretty sure this isn’t normal for your coven. If I can help, I will.”

      “Anton, I appreciate your concern, but—”

      “This isn’t up for discussion,” he said sharply. “Now get dressed.”
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      Synthia was behind this. He knew it as surely as he knew he was–should have been–a Supreme, leader of his own coven. If only his parents had died ten years later.

      If only.

      Something had happened to him over the course of the last few hours. Something he could only attribute to–hell, he didn’t know what to attribute it to. This kind of shit didn’t happen out of the blue–did it?

      No way would he call it love. It was too soon for that, and besides, he didn’t believe in the concept anyway. Love didn’t exist for people like him.

      He’d gotten what he wanted–Adanna, unclothed, wanton and naked, with her legs wrapped around his waist. And because of that, because of what she was doing to his heretofore frozen emotional state, the very last thing he wanted to do was finish this job.

      Unfortunately, unless he was gravely mistaken, Synthia had decided to play interference. She hadn’t had faith he could do this one on his own. He briefly wondered at that, considering everything he’d done for her over the years, but there wasn’t time to dwell. All he could do now was try to keep Adanna from getting hurt.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t get it. We’ve never seen so many poltergeists in a year, let alone on one night.”

      “It is Samhain,” Anton reminded her.

      “That doesn’t matter. The most sightings ever documented in one night was four, and that was in the nineteenth century. This doesn’t make sense.” Her phone vibrated–again–and she paused to read a text, then shoot off a reply. Anton kept an eye out for evil spirits and a certain evil coven leader. So far, he hadn’t seen either.

      “Every time we arrive on the scene, there’s nothing here, and the witch or warlock who called it in swears they saw something, but it disappears a few minutes before we arrive. Every time.”

      She gave him a helpless look, and Anton ached to assist her. But he had to tread lightly. He should distance himself, leave her to figure this out on her own. But he couldn’t. Despite everything he had to lose, he couldn’t walk away. Not until Adanna was safe–with or without her position as Supreme Witch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Panic pushed at her brain. She had a headache of epic proportions. Her first Samhain as Supreme Witch, and she was blowing it. Her coven needed her, and she couldn’t figure out how to help them. The worst part of all was the guilt that threatened to consume her.

      If I hadn’t given in to the temptation and slept with Anton, this wouldn’t be happening.

      If she’d been diligent and alert from the very first text, she might have been able to get ahead of–whatever the hell this was.

      “I just don’t get it,” she said for the hundred and fifteenth time since she and Anton had begun answering summons for help. “Why haven’t we seen a single poltergeist? They have no idea who the Supreme is. Yet they seem to know I’m coming. How?”

      “Maybe somebody’s telling them?”

      The feminine voice startled her. Adanna stumbled and might have fallen had Anton not grabbed her arm and held her upright. Samona stepped onto the path and waved, a smile spreading on her face, as if it was perfectly normal to bump into each other while out for an evening stroll. Adanna supposed it would have been–at any other time.

      “Samona, what are you doing out here? Where’s your baby?”

      “Cook is watching her. She said you might need some help. What can I do?”

      “Um…” Adanna glanced at Anton, but he was scanning the vicinity. Typically, the troublesome apparitions were more annoying than harmful to witches, but as tonight was as far from a typical evening as one could get, Adanna would rather Samona head home, lock the doors, and spend the evening cuddling with baby Wendy.

      “Not happening,” the younger witch announced when Adanna suggested exactly that. “You’ve helped me so much in the last year, Adanna. This is my chance to pay you back.”

      “You don’t have to pay me for anything. I was glad to help. The entire coven was glad to help.”

      “I’m staying. Look–what was that?” Samona stabbed her finger at the park across the street. The waning moon and streetlamps illuminated Spanish moss gently swaying in the trees. Groups of children dressed in Halloween costumes darted around the trunks, oblivious to any wrongdoing that might be occurring this night.

      Anton grabbed her arm. “Stay here.” He bolted for the park.

      “Who is he kidding?” Adanna said as she laid chase. “I want a piece of that damn poltergeist for screwing up my evening.” The sound of sneakers slapping the pavement indicated Samona followed her.

      There were so many people–humans, mostly–and trees, park benches, and shrubbery, it took Adanna and Samona long moments to find Anton. When they did, she almost wished they hadn’t.

      They had run through a stone archway, into a quieter part of the park. The sounds of children laughing and shouting and generally having a great time died away as they slowed their pace and began walking with more care. Something was definitely not right, but she was certain she had seen Anton hurry this way.

      “Over there,” Samona whispered, pointing to their left. Adanna grabbed her arm and pulled her behind a tree with a fat trunk and so much Spanish moss draped among its branches, it was hard to see through it.

      Samona crept along behind her as Adanna made her way through the curtains of dry, wispy tendrils, trying to get closer to Anton and whomever he was speaking with, without them becoming aware. She could only make out bits and pieces of their heated conversation. She caught a glimpse of Anton gesturing wildly.

      The person he spoke to was female, but Adanna could not make out her features. All she could see was a woman with dark hair and a tall, thin frame. Samona stepped on a branch and the sound reverberated through the quiet air.

      “Oops. Sorry,” Samona said in a stage whisper.

      Both Anton and the other woman turned in their direction. “Ah, is this the local Supreme, coming out to play?” the woman called out.

      “Don’t do this, Synthia.” Anton’s voice. Anger laced his words.

      Adanna took a deep breath and brushed aside the last of the Spanish moss, stepping out from under the cover of trees. She sensed rather than saw Samona move to stand slightly behind her.
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        * * *

      

      This wasn’t happening.

      Yes, it was.

      Shit. What the hell was he supposed to do now? Synthia had indeed come to Savannah because she hadn’t trusted him to do this job.

      “Why?” he’d demanded when he finally caught up to her, after she’d darted through the stone archway in the park. He hadn’t missed it when she waved off the poltergeist floating nearby. “You’re supposed to wait for me to finish the job then swoop in and take over. This isn’t taking over. This is-is chaos.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t be able to keep it in your pants long enough to do it yourself,” she’d retorted.

      He grimaced. “For fuck’s sake, most of the women I’ve slept with in my life have been on your command.”

      “Not this one.”

      “You weren’t specific. You said to distract her. I thought I’d done a damn fine job, frankly.”

      “What I said was to ruin her coven meeting. I anticipated a bunch of pissed off witches and warlocks leaving that occult shop. Instead, everybody was so happy it was nauseating. She’s practically a kid. And she hates the position. Why do they even follow her? Why haven’t they demanded a more seasoned witch step into the role? This should have been my easiest takeover yet.”

      “Maybe you weren’t meant to take over this one. Maybe it’s time to stop growing your empire. Why are you so hell-bent on taking over every coven along the eastern seaboard?”

      “What makes you think I intend to stop at the eastern seaboard?”

      Anton didn’t reply. Synthia waved her hand. Magic shimmered in the air around her.

      “See that? Power. That’s why. It’s like a drug. I came from nothing. Nothing. And I’m an exceptionally strong witch. I deserve so much more than what I was given in life. So I’ve decided to take what’s rightfully mine.”

      He knew her sob story. She’d told him enough times in the past seventeen years, he could recite it by heart. When he’d been a kid, he’d believed her. When he grew into an adult, he hadn’t cared. At that point, it had become all about the paycheck.

      But now? Something in him had changed. Adanna. Meeting Adanna. Falling for Adanna. Christ, did it really happen that fast?

      The worst part was, as much as Synthia wanted more power, Adanna truly deserved to run the Savannah Coven. She cared about those witches and warlocks, and whether she believed it or not, they cared about her, too. It was her destiny, and one of these days, she’d realize it and embrace it.

      As long as he kept Synthia from stealing it from her.

      “You’re such a bitch. Sometimes I think I would have been better off, trying to manage the coven by myself.”

      Synthia snorted. “You were twelve. A child. And need I remind you of how your parents died?”

      “No.” Anton said the word sharply. He lived with it every single day of his life. Every time he closed his eyes, he relived that particular moment in his personal history.

      He and Synthia heard the noise at the same time. The crack of a branch. He knew without turning around that it would be Adanna. But he turned anyway. He wanted to drink her in one last time, before his life went to hell in a hand basket.

      “Ah, is this the local Supreme, coming out to play?”

      “Don’t do this, Synthia.” To his ears, the warning sounded more like begging, but he didn’t care. He would do anything to protect Adanna.

      “Don’t do what, Anton?” Synthia’s voice was too sweet. She was up to something. She was always up to something, but this time, the fine hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. A strong sense of foreboding hit him in the chest.

      “Are you saying I shouldn’t stop you from destroying this coven?”

      He swore he heard Adanna’s sharp intake of breath. He wanted to deny it, but Synthia had him by the balls. Adanna would believe he slept with her deliberately, so Synthia could do what she set out to do. Hell, that had been his plan in the first place, hadn’t it?

      But then he’d gotten to know the beautiful, sweet, giving coven leader, and something changed inside him. Desire to sleep with her for the job shifted to a desire to sleep with her because he wanted to get closer to her. It had been purely personal. Not that Adanna would ever believe it.

      “Anton’s too nice to do that.” Samona stepped out from behind Adanna. What the hell was she doing there? She’d spent a total of five minutes in his company. Sure, he’d given her a hefty tip, but one couldn’t base someone’s personality on his tipping generosity.

      Could they?

      “What’s going on, Anton?” Adanna asked the question of him, although her gaze was on Synthia. The two women appeared to be having a staring contest.

      It’s not what it looks like. That’s what he wanted to say, to believe. “It’s exactly what it looks like.”

      The look on her face betrayed her devastation. “Did you lie about everything? Was anything you said the truth?”

      “Yes. No. Yes, I lied, but not about everything. Not about–” He couldn’t confess how he felt, not in front of Synthia and Samona. Well, maybe in front of Samona, but definitely not Synthia.

      “What didn’t you lie about?” Synthia asked, her voice mocking.

      He glared at her but spoke to Adanna. “My father was the Supreme of the Salem Coven. I was slated to take over when he died. Except it happened when I was twelve. An accident…”

      “An accident,” Synthia repeated, chiding him. He paused, working up the courage to be honest with Adanna. She deserved no less.

      “I killed them. I killed my parents.”
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      Samona gasped, while Adanna bit her lip and clenched her fists. Anton killed his parents?

      “An experiment gone wrong. I have stronger magic than most witches or warlocks. I did, even as a kid. But I was screwing with spells I had no business trying to master. The potion blew up. I was knocked unconscious. When I came to, I was in the hospital. Synthia was there and told me my parents had died in the explosion.”

      It couldn’t be true. He had been only twelve! But the look on his face told her that was exactly what happened.

      “Why you?” she asked, for the first time speaking directly to the other Supreme.

      Synthia lifted one shoulder in a dismissive shrug. “Happened to be in the area. Salem is a fascinating place, after all. So much history.” Her smile was toothy. Adanna didn’t trust a damn thing the woman said.

      “I obviously couldn’t manage a coven at the age of twelve,” Anton went on to explain. “Synthia offered to move to Salem and take over.”

      “What about your old coven?” Adanna demanded.

      “I come from a tiny town in west Texas. There were three witches total. I’d hardly call that a coven.”

      “Power hungry.” Anton spat the words, glaring at the older woman. “After she’d been in charge for a few years, she decided our coven in Salem wasn’t enough. She wanted more. So she began gobbling up other covens in the area.”

      “How?” Adanna asked. “How come no one stopped you?”

      Anton answered. “Most Supremes in the area were elderly. Much older and not nearly as strong as Synthia. Some died, some quietly disappeared after Synthia and I arranged some sort of local scandal. Those who didn’t had to deal with stunts like she pulled tonight, except usually worse. Synthia can be damned ruthless when she wants something.”

      “Really, Anton, are you going to tell them my entire devious plan?”

      “Actually, yeah. I realize I’m implicating myself here, but I don’t care. I’m done being your lackey. Adanna, if you want to reach out to other Supremes, call an emergency meeting, I’ll testify. I swear it.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll be cast out of our society. Stripped of your magic and forced to live as a human.” Synthia’s voice held a note of distaste–and possibly fear.

      “You don’t need to testify,” Adanna said. “I have enough standing within the community. The other Supremes will listen to me.”

      “You don’t even like being a Supreme,” Synthia protested. “I’m doing you a favor by taking over your coven.”

      Adanna glanced at Anton for the briefest moment. But not for too long. She didn’t want her resolve to waver. “My outlook has changed recently. So here’s what you’re going to do, Synthia—”

      Before she could finish the sentence, a poltergeist appeared out of nowhere and flew straight at her face. Startled, Adanna scrambled backwards, trying to avoid the apparition’s icy touch. She tripped over a fallen tree branch and stumbled, falling on her ass.

      “Adanna!” Both Samona and Anton called out to her. When she glanced at him, Anton was frozen, eyes wide, mouth slightly open, one leg and one arm lifted, as if he were running in place. Had Synthia cursed him? Was it permanent?

      She didn’t have time to worry over that possibility right now, though; she needed to stop Synthia from doing any more harm.

      Samona reached down and pulled Adanna to her feet.

      “Are you okay?” the younger witch asked as she awkwardly tried to brush dirt and small twigs from Adanna’s backside.

      “I’m fine.” She pushed Samona’s hand away.

      “Not for long.”

      Adanna lifted her head when the other Supreme spoke, and was greeted with the smell of rotting flesh and a clumsy punch to the face.

      “What the hell?” She shoved away her attacker, who stumbled and fell much like she had a moment ago. Rubbing her cheek, she took in her current predicament.

      A small army of zombies had appeared and surrounded her and Samona with surprising speed. Zombies did not usually move with any urgency whatsoever, regardless of the circumstances. She grabbed Samona, pulling her close.

      “Careful,” she said to Samona, “while they’re usually more annoying than anything else, I think that other Supreme is controlling these ones. Which means they could be dangerous.”

      “How?” The word was no sooner out of Samona’s mouth when a zombie broke from the rest, grabbed her arm, and tried to take a bite out of the appendage. Adanna called on her magic and threw a blast of energy at it, sending it flying backward into a group of other zombies, who all fell over like bowling pins.

      Adanna glanced at Anton, who had broken free of Synthia's spell.

      One worry eased.

      Anton and Synthia were struggling, almost wrestling. Considering Anton’s height, weight, and muscle advantage, Synthia held her own surprisingly well. Adanna turned her focus back to the zombies, sending blasts of energy every which way, while she and Samona inched closer to the other two witches. She didn’t have any direct experience dealing with zombies, and she couldn’t recall what her grandmother had taught her about getting rid of them, so all she could do was blast them to keep them at bay. She was more concerned with getting to Synthia at the moment, anyway.

      “Not so fast.”

      Adanna was hit with a spell. It felt as though her body filled with cement, rendering her unable to move. Samona stepped in front of her, as if she meant to protect her Supreme, and Adanna couldn’t even open her mouth to tell her to run away and save herself.

      “I don’t think you understand,” Synthia said, her malicious glare on Adanna’s face. “This coven is mine. You can either rescind your position as Supreme, or you can suffer my wrath.” She smiled, but there was no warmth. Only cold, cruel intent. Somewhere along the line, this woman had become so caught up in gaining more and more power, she’d lost sight of what really mattered in life.

      Happiness. Pleasure. Friendships. The love and respect of those within her coven. Synthia had probably never experienced any of that, and Adanna had it all. She always had. She just hadn’t realized it. Until now.

      You aren’t taking this from me. She could feel the curse weakening. But not fast enough. The zombies encroached again, and Samona clearly had no idea how to push them away. Adanna’s mouth would not function, so she couldn’t even shout a spell at the younger, frightened witch.

      You aren’t taking this from me. She flexed her fingers, pushing the cement out of her limbs. The zombies kept coming.

      This is my coven. I have to protect them.

      A group of zombies exploded, bits of undead flying every which way, some of it so big it knocked over the nearest zombies who hadn’t been hit directly. The others paused in their march, heads turning back and forth, clearly trying to determine what to do next. Another group exploded, and the rest began a slow retreat.

      “What are you doing? How are you doing that?” Synthia demanded, glaring at Adanna.

      “She has the backing of her coven.”

      Adanna had enough control to turn her head to the side. The group of older witches who had been irritated with her during the meeting stood near the archway leading to the main area of the park. As she watched, one of them threw another blast of magic at the zombies, causing another group to explode. A moment later, witches and warlocks began streaming through the arch.

      Her coven.

      “Fix this!” Synthia screamed. Adanna turned to face her and saw the other witch speaking to Anton.

      “Good idea.” He grabbed her arms and twisted them behind her back.

      She let out a shriek. “Anton, I command you—”

      “You don’t command shit. Not anymore. Get rid of the zombies.”

      “No. This is my—” He twisted her arm until she cried out in pain. After a few tense heartbeats, she muttered an incantation. The zombies all froze and then as a unit began a slow, steady march toward the cemetery Adanna knew was just around the corner. She hoped they didn’t run into any humans along the way, but figured tonight, at least, the humans wouldn’t even blink at a herd of zombies marching down the street. It was Halloween, after all.

      “Let’s go,” Anton said, drawing Adanna’s attention back to him. “We’re getting on the next plane to Salem. And if you try anything, know that I happen to be a damn good potion master. It’s my specialty.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “Try me.”

      Adanna watched as he crab-walked the woman toward the marble arch, without so much as a goodbye or even a backward glance. The members of her coven separated and let them pass without issue. After they disappeared from sight, Samona commented, “Well, this is one Samhain I won’t soon forget.”
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      “Adanna. What are you doing here? I mean, what a surprise. What–what brings you to Salem?”

      Anton recalled his manners, held the door open and moved to the side so she could step into his messy apartment. He’d been working almost nonstop for the past six weeks, trying to fix the disaster Synthia had created with her attempt at world domination.

      “And Samona,” he added when the young room service attendant stepped into view behind her, holding an infant in her arms. “And some other guy I’ve never seen before in my life,” he said when a warlock stepped up and placed his hand on Samona’s shoulder.

      “Simon Proctar.” The kid offered his hand. He was a jolly sort, seemed overly happy to simply be alive. Just like Samona. Based on the proprietary way his hand hovered on her shoulder, Anton wondered if there wasn’t something going on between the two of them. He hoped so. Somebody in his life deserved to find a little happiness. It was in short supply for him at the moment.

      He resisted the urge to touch Adanna as she walked by. It was hard. She looked damn fine in her red wool pea coat and leggings tucked into knee-high boots. Her dark hair was windblown, and the mark of the Supreme stood out against the pink of her face. The temperature had taken a nosedive the day before. He imagined she must be freezing, having spent her entire life in the deep south. He could think of a thousand ways to warm her up, but none were remotely appropriate given the way they’d left things the last time they spoke.

      “I understand Synthia has been banished and stripped of her magic,” Adanna commented. She walked across the room to his sloppy, paper-strewn desk.

      “I sent her back to Texas. Figured that was the ultimate punishment.”

      “I’ve been doing some serious research over the course of the last six weeks.”

      “Oh?”

      Samona rolled her eyes. “Oh just tell him, already, Adanna.”

      “How about I show him instead? By the way, Samona deserves a bulk of the credit for this. She refused to believe anything that Synthia said. And as it turned out, she was right. Sometimes, blind faith in humanity is the best option.”

      She turned toward the door and tilted her head. Samona and Simon stepped out of the way, revealing a man, a woman, and a pre-teen kid standing in the doorway. The older man had dark hair, a full, almost entirely gray beard, and laugh lines around his bright, gray eyes. The woman also had dark hair, streaked with gray. Her blue eyes glittered with unshed tears. The kid standing between them was a younger version of Anton.

      “Mom? Dad?”

      “Hey, son.” The man lifted a hand and swiped a tear from his eye.

      “Holy shit.”

      His mom laughed. “Hey, no swearing in front of your brother.”

      “My–er–brother?” He shifted his gaze to Adanna, whose eyes were also misty. “I don’t have a brother.”

      She smiled. “It’s a long, convoluted story, but let’s see if I can give you the shortened version. Then you can have your reunion, Simon and Samona can go back to their hotel, and I promise, I’ll give you every last detail we’ve unearthed.”

      He liked the sound of that, mostly because it gave him the impression she intended to stick around. He wondered how long, given she needed to run her coven, and he still had a long road ahead, cleaning up Synthia’s mess. But he couldn’t think about any of that at the moment, because his gaze kept straying to his parents, who, although they looked as though they’d aged far more than they should have in the last seventeen years, were, ultimately, alive and standing before him. He wanted to hug them, but he was still too shocked to move.

      “The entire thing was a setup,” Adanna said. The look in her eye was sympathetic, not bitter or angry, which was what he would have expected after everything he confessed back on Halloween.

      “Synthia deliberately chose to begin her multi-coven takeover here in Salem. She had been researching, looking for the perfect opportunity to get out of what she considered her miserable existence. She was convinced that because she was born with the mark, she was destined for great things. Greater than simply running a small coven in a tiny town in west Texas.”

      “But the explosion…” The magical experiment he’d received in the mail had blown up in his face. He’d ended up in the hospital. None of that had been fake.

      “That experiment was sent by Synthia. It contained a sleeping potion. Knocked out all three of us,” his father explained. His father. Alive.

      Holy shit. “Sleeping potion?”

      “Yep. Apparently, she checked you into a hospital, then banished us. We’ve been living in this shack on the side of a mountain, along with a dozen other Supremes.”

      Anton wiped his hand over his face. “I still don’t understand.”

      “Neither did we, at first,” Adanna said.

      “I found them,” The overtly cheerful Simon announced.

      “It’s not exactly getting any clearer,” Anton remarked. When Simon opened his mouth to speak, Adanna lifted her hand and he remained silent.

      “Samona and I researched Synthia’s takeovers, trying to figure out how it all happened. We didn’t know what we were looking for, other than some sort of explanation. It didn’t make sense that so many Supremes would have either handed over the reins of their covens or simply disappeared off the map. That was the caveat, really. The vast majority literally disappeared without a trace. But they had to be somewhere, right? Witches have magic, but we can’t just disappear. Considering we could find no indication they’d left or died, we brainstormed that they might still be in the general vicinity. So we began a physical search in New England.”

      “You’ve been up here before and I didn’t know it?” He could hear the injury in his own voice, but he didn’t try to hide it. He’d been miserable for the past six weeks, thinking Adanna hated him, thinking he’d never be happy again.

      She shook her head. “No. I had to stay home and take care of my coven. We found Simon through one of our members who likes to ski.”

      “I’m a ski instructor,” Simon helpfully added. “And a mountain guide.”

      “I paid to have him fly down to Savannah, so I could read him, to make sure we could trust him, before we asked for his help,” Adanna explained.

      Anton was distracted from their immediate situation. “You can read people?” How the hell had he convinced her to sleep with him, if she could read people? While he’d obviously changed his spots in the last six weeks, the reality was, he’d gone to Savannah with the express intention of ruining her.

      “I deliberately chose not to read you,” she said, as if in answer to his unspoken question. “I didn’t want to. To be honest, I was afraid what you felt for me was more than just physical attraction.”

      “It is.”

      “It wasn’t then.”

      “That’s not true. Even when I was doing Synthia’s bidding, I still—”

      “We know, Anton,” Samona said, interrupting him. “Can we get back to the story now?”

      He snapped his mouth closed and focused on Adanna, on her beautiful face, the scrollwork marking her as a leader. What he hoped was something akin to love in her eyes…

      “Simon came to Savannah and I quickly realized he was as honest as the day is long—”

      “And I fell head over heels,” Samona said with a giggle and a blush.

      “As did I,” the mountain guide proclaimed, snaking his arm around her shoulder. “I found them,” he announced. “Found their cabin. Well, shack, really. Fourteen people–well, fourteen adults, anyway–all living in conditions that were, frankly, deplorable.”

      Anton’s dad raked his hand through his hair. “The conditions were deplorable. But we were a determined bunch. We would have made an awesome reality television series.”

      “Why didn’t you leave?”

      His dad’s gaze cut to his wife. “Synthia had cast a powerful spell and warded the place. We could walk about twenty feet away from the cabin, but no farther. We started getting pretty damn creative with luring animals close enough so we could hunt them for food. Luckily, the next set of Supremes she banished to the shack were avid botanists, so we learned what we could and could not eat out of the plants growing nearby.” He shrugged. “We survived.”

      “Not that I’m not thrilled you’re alive, but why didn’t Synthia kill you?”

      Adanna answered. “In the beginning, I suspect, it was insurance. If you woke up in that hospital and didn’t believe her elaborate plan, she could try something different. Maybe threaten to torture them if you didn’t fall into line. Who knows? She had killed a few Supremes, we believe, but those deaths look as though they were from natural causes. It’s possible she worried that too many deaths would make the human authorities take notice.”

      Anton had so many questions, but one was at the forefront of his mind. “My brother?” He stared at the younger version of himself.

      His father ruffled the younger kid’s shaggy, dark hair. “Your mother was pregnant when Synthia banished us. We didn’t know until about a month into our captivity. He’s a tough one, though. Takes after his older brother. And you’ll be thrilled to know that Andre happens to be a Supreme as well.”

      “That’s great, but why should I be thrilled to hear that?”

      “Well, because we assume you’re moving to Savannah, of course,” his mother responded. “I’ve heard it’s a lovely area. I can’t wait to visit.”

      “Moving? To Savannah?” This entire conversation was so surreal, Anton had the ridiculous urge to pinch himself.

      “Adanna seems awfully attached to you. And she, of course, can’t leave her coven. So it makes sense that you move to hers.”

      He lifted his gaze to the woman standing by his side. “Is she serious?”

      Adanna nodded. “She is. We’ve become quite friendly over the course of the last week or so.”

      “This is crazy. I can’t. I mean, there’s so much to do here. I can’t just–I want to, I swear, but—” Adanna pressed two fingers to his lips, silencing him.

      “What’s left to do?” she asked. “We’ve just found a dozen Supremes, all of whom are eager to get back to real life, including their responsibilities as leaders of their covens.”

      His father offered a scrap of paper, upon which was a list of names, corresponding, Anton noted after a quick glance, with cities in which local covens were located. Trying to tamp the hope that was now steadily growing in his gut, he compared the list to the one on his computer, checking off names as he matched them to covens currently without Supremes. His face fell.

      Anton glanced at Adanna. “There’s one left. A small coven in New Hampshire.”

      His father nodded. “I believe she was one of the ones Synthia killed outright. Damned stubborn witch, if memory serves. Wouldn’t have let go of her coven without a vicious fight.”

      “That was my great aunt,” Simon piped up. “We were pretty close. I was fascinated by her position in the coven, and she taught me a bunch of stuff. I could probably manage things until a replacement is found.”

      “That’s very considerate of you, Simon,” Adanna replied, smiling sadly. “But I don’t think that will work. Coven rules are very clear. They must be led by a marked Supreme, or the guardians of said marked Supreme, in the event a Supreme dies an untimely death.” She glanced at Anton.

      Had he been aware of that little caveat to the rule, his entire life might have turned out differently. Although there was one pretty damn incredible result. He now fully, truly believed in love. Because he was unequivocally in love with the woman standing before him.

      “What if he’s married to the guardian of a marked Supreme?” Samona asked.

      Adanna frowned. “Do you happen to know a single witch who recently gave birth to a marked Supreme? I mean, other than Anton’s parents, of course. And are you really willing to give Simon up to this woman?”

      “I would never give up Simon,” the younger witch said so fiercely, Anton had to stifle a laugh. “But as it happens, I am guardian to my very own marked Supreme.”

      “What?”

      Samona, with a smirk on her perky face, lifted the leg of the child in her arms and tugged down the baby’s pink fleece pants. Scrollwork, eerily similar to both Adanna’s and Anton’s, crawled up the inside of her left thigh.

      “Wendy is a Supreme?” Adanna asked, her gaze darting from child to mother and back again.

      Samona nodded eagerly and tugged the child’s pants back into place. “I never told anyone. My daycare lady is human. I told her it’s religious scrollwork, and I gave her a little mental nudge to believe me without question. I was afraid,” she admitted. “I didn’t want anyone looking at my baby like she’s kind of freak. Because she isn’t. She’s just…”

      “A Supreme.” Adanna breathed the words. Anton could understand. He could scarcely believe what he was hearing. Was Samona solving their problems? Was it really possible that Anton could move to Savannah, that he and Adanna could be together, forever?

      “We’ll probably email or call every day,” Simon said.

      “Yeah, I mean, this is all new to us. But you, Adanna–well, and you too, Anton–y’all really seem to know what you’re doing.”

      “We want to do it right. Which means we’re going to do it exactly like you. And we’ll raise Wendy the same way. We’ll make you proud, Adanna, honest. Just give us a chance.”

      Adanna glanced at Anton. “I think this is your decision. Or your dad’s.”

      “I’ve always had a thing for southern girls. And southern heat.” The look he gave her was certainly full of heat. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s a done deal.”

      “It’s…” Adanna couldn’t finish the sentence. Anton reached up and cupped the back of her neck, squeezing gently.

      “It’s a done deal,” he repeated, steadily looking into her eyes. “We’re a done deal. Forever.”

      Forever.
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            About Baked With Magic

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie, one of the siblings of the O’Sullivan Coven, specialized in kitchen magic growing up. She left her hometown and childhood nemesis far behind after school and moved to a small English village. Years later, she encountered her nemesis, Mercedes, when she is chosen to be in a baking competition. Toils and troubles occur, but who will end up winning the grand prize in the end?
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      Flour exploded and dispersed throughout the air like a cloud at one of those color festivals. Cassie waved her hand in the air to clear the dust faster as she looked over at her mentor.

      “Cassie O’Sullivan, what did you do?”

      “I only added a bit of charm in with the cinnamon. When I did that, this happened.” Cassie’s eyes took in the mess, and she felt helpless. She was never going to master this.

      “Aww. Poor lass. Your mind went to daydreaming again, didn’t it?”

      “Aye. I think so. I was thinking of my mum and how she loves cinnamon, but can’t have it.” Cassie grabbed a large rectangular scraper and began to rid the cabinets of the flour. “Can we still finish the cookies?”

      “Yes. Let’s get the biggest part of this cleaned up, and then we will continue. This time, concentrate, my girl. Remember, focus on the purpose of the food. Your intentions and thoughts are reflected in the food just as much as the ingredients of the recipe are.”

      “You are right, Jane. I will do better next time.”

      “I know you will. Now let’s get this mess cleaned up and those Snickerdoodles in the oven for the American that is homesick.”

      The two ladies bustled about cleaning up the mess. As Cassie was bent over sweeping up the last of the flour into the dust pan, a door behind her swung open, slamming into her bottom. Of course, since her bum was cushioned, the door bounced off and assaulted the guest’s arrival, which just so happened to be one of the few people who despised her. Mercedes.

      Her name said it all. Her parents were rich, well connected, and spoiled their little princess. Of course, since Mercedes thought the world revolved around her and all objects existed for her bidding, she didn’t notice the door boomeranging back until it was too late.

      Cassie heard the wood and bone connect moments before the scream. She bolted upright and turned to see blood leaking out of the other girl’s face. Oh, crap on shingles. She was in for it now. The moment Mercedes saw her, the woman’s eyes zeroed in on Cassie, and Mercedes pointed her finger straight at Cassie. As she opened her mouth to no doubt utter a curse at her, but Jane intervened.

      “Come, Mercedes, and sit down over here and let me get you patched up.”

      Mercedes, MJ, as the girls called her, followed Jane to the table where the elderly woman tended to the injury. By the time Mercedes was bandaged, Cassie had finished cleaning the mess and measured out ingredients again for the cookies. She heard the whine loud and clear across the room. “Ugh, what if my nose doesn’t heal by tomorrow’s photo shoot? I will absolutely die if I don’t make the cover of Lunar Shifts.”

      Cassie tuned out the girl and channeled all her positivity into what she was doing. She thought of homecomings, friends, loving families, and fond memories as she mixed the flour, baking soda, and salt. She whispered a few words over the batter as she spooned up mounds and dipped the balls into the sugar and cinnamon mix before placing them onto the baking sheets. Once these were in the oven, Cassie continued cleaning up the utensils and measuring cups until she heard a throat clear behind her. With a smile plastered on her face and fake confidence in her stance, Cassie pivoted and tilted her face up to where Mercedes stood lurking over her. Cassie always hated she was so short.

      The frosty voice matched the eyes narrowing down as Mercedes hissed, “Be thankful my aunt was able to fix what your fat ass caused. If you ever harm me again, I will set a curse upon your whole family of freaks. I don’t know why my aunt likes you, but your life is spared because of her. I suggest you run away out of this city after school and live wherever fat witches like you reside because I will ruin you if you stay.” With those words, Mercedes stormed out of the house.

      A few minutes later, Jane placed a hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “Come on now. The first batch of cookies are almost done, and we need to cleanse the air before they are removed, or else our labor has been wasted. With that, Cassie let out a deep breath and returned to the task of healing cookies.
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        12 years later

      

      

      Cassie stretched and reached over to grab her phone. She had set the alarm in case she overslept, but had a feeling her nerves would keep her awake most of the night, and she was correct. Although it wasn’t simply anxious energy, there was  excitement as well. Today was the first day of the baking competition. She had arrived yesterday morning at the location where everything was taking place. The whole day was filled with information, walk-throughs, rules, and so forth. By the time dinner had arrived, she was exhausted from all of the energy. She had taken a long bath and relished the peaceful and quiet time. However, morning had arrived, and it was going to be another full day of electricity.

      Several people in the town where she lived had convinced her to apply for the baking competition. Cassie hadn’t wanted to, feeling she would have a bit of an advantage, but finally relented. After all, the prize money would help her to set up her own bakery shop. She already had a location picked out. She had been dreaming of opening a place for about six years and knew it would most likely simply stay a dream.

      Cassie threw her feet over the side of the bed and quickly stood up. She sent up a little prayer and dressed. A knock on the door startled her, and she opened it to find one of the other contestants she met yesterday. She had to think fast about what the young lady’s name was.

      “Good morning, Daisy. That is correct, isn’t it?”

      The woman bobbed her head excitedly. “Yes. I am next door and thought I would stop by and see if you wanted to go downstairs for a cuppa and something to eat. I don’t know if I can possibly eat. My stomach is all knotted up like a rope, but I think I better try. And, well, as I was passing by, I thought to myself, Daisy girl, you should stop and see if the lass wanted to join you, so here I am.”

      Cassie’s smile grew wider the longer Daisy talked. She wondered if the girl always talked that much or if it was the jitters. Either way, she had a feeling Daisy was going to be someone she liked.

      “Of course, I will join you. I was just thinking some tea, and maybe some toast would be lovely. Shall we?” Cassie stepped out into the hall after making sure she had her key to the room. Wouldn’t be good to be locked out, especially on day one of the competition.

      Daisy rattled on the entire way down the stairs and hall. Seriously, the girl probably took two breaths. Cassie stayed quiet and smiled. Somehow, it calmed her. Probably reminded her of all her siblings. Once they entered the dining area, people were milling about and eating. Just that quickly, the full weight of what she was embarking upon hit her, and her heart began to beat faster. It felt as if  her throat closed up. Cassie desperately wished she had some of her mother’s calming elixir. However, she left it upstairs. Should she go back and retrieve it? She wasn’t certain. A tug on her arm brought her back, and Daisy was looking at her with concern on her face.

      “Are you okay? You seemed to be a wee bit paler than a few minutes ago. Is it the crowd? Or nerves getting to you?” Her eyes widened as she leaned in closer. “Are you going to be sick? You aren’t pregnant, are you?”

      At that last question, heat rushed to Cassie’s cheeks, and she laughed. “Heavens no. I am not married or even in a relationship.”

      “Doesn’t mean anything, especially these days.”

      “I am okay. Had a freak-out moment. Nothing some tea and toast can’t cure.” Cassie pivoted and headed toward the buffet area. “Come on.”

      The two women quickly filled up their plates with food and fixed a cup of hot tea. They found a couple of other people and sat down to gossip about themselves. Cassie enjoyed meeting several of the other people and getting to know them. As she was beginning to relax, the appearance of an enemy from the past caused her shoulders to tense and her back muscles to tighten. The woman sashayed into the room as if she was expecting a royal announcement. Having not received anything other than a few glances from people, a sneer transformed the beautiful face into one of ugliness.

      “Mercedes!” Cassie thought she only spat that out in her mind, but oh no, it came out of her mouth.

      The group of people turned toward where Cassie was staring and then shifted back around to face her.

      “Do you know her?” One of the guys, Kevin, asked. “I saw her last night but didn’t get a chance to speak with her. I know she is a contestant, though.”

      Cassie let out a groan, which was unusual for her, and she had to hold off the urge to drop her head to the table repeatedly with greater force each time. “Yes. We went to school together until we graduated.” How was this happening to her right now?

      After she graduated, Cassie moved to another town and found a small place to live. She hadn’t seen her teenage tormentor since then. While it may be true that people can change, those two minutes of seeing Mercedes showed that wasn’t the case with her.

      Now she was going to be in a baking competition of all things, with the woman. She could feel in the bottom of her gut that there was going to be toil, trouble, drama, and disaster mixed in amongst the cakes, biscuits, breads, and pies. A little extra meditation and good cheer magic might be needed.

      “Earth to Cassie!” Daisy waved her hand in front of Cassie’s face while the table looked at her.

      “Sorry, my mind wandered. Let’s go get ready. We don’t have much time left before check-in.
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      Apron tied around her, Cassie stood behind the counter, trying to not jump up and down to relieve the adrenaline. The first thing they were making were brownies. The area she was at was in the middle of the room so she could absorb the vibes and energy of everyone around her. There were lots of ways to make the gooey treat, but she was keeping it simple. Her family always loved her peanut butter and chocolate brownies. For the first round, she wanted to focus on nailing the flavor and texture of the food. For decoration, she had a stencil of a stylized sun that she will sift powder sugar on.

      Cassie repeated a few mantras in her head in an attempt to calm down. She could hear her sister, Fox, telling her to “breathe deep and stay centered.” Her brother, Vaughn, reminded her to “call on the life forces around and thank them for their offerings.” However, the best advice came from the youngest of her siblings. Shannon gave her a big hug the last time Cassie saw her and told her to, “go out and kick butt and bring back the prize.”

      Thinking of all of her family made a smile appear and renewed her faith. She knew she was a great baker. Now she just had to prove it. Time was called, and they all stood behind their stations. The host and judges soon began and were introduced to the viewers. Next thing she knew, the countdown clock was set, and they were on the go.

      This was the part she loved, the buzz and familiar process of mixing flour, eggs, sugar, and other ingredients. After about fifteen minutes, the butterflies had quieted in her stomach, and she fell into a routine, letting everything around her fade into the background. So zoned out was Cassie, that she jumped when Ryan, the host, appeared in front of her. She grabbed her chest as Ryan laughed.

      “Lost in your own world, were you?” he asked as he looked over her workstation. “What are you making for the judges today?”

      “Today, I am whipping up a batch of peanut butter and chocolate swirl brownies. These were my favorites growing up. Serving it with little shots of milk to wash down the treat.”

      “Hopefully, they won’t turn out dry. Are you afraid that they won’t be show-stopping enough?” Ryan seemed as if he was questioning her choice. Cassie wasn’t sure if he was or not.

      “Not at all. I am adding a simple decoration, and I want it to be more about the taste and substance right now. Prove I deserve to be in this competition.”

      “Very well. Good luck, and I know we all look forward to tasting them.”

      “Thanks, Ryan.”

      Cassie continued weighing and measuring out her ingredients. She double-checked that her oven was heating up. Before she knew it, she had popped her pans onto the racks, and the wait was on. She set her timer so she could check on them and began cleaning up. She hadn’t noticed anyone else around her, until she noticed the different stages all the contestants were in.

      Daisy was at a station across from Cassie, and she was pouring batter into her pans. The guy in front of her was melting some chocolate over the stove. He was probably preparing some sort of topping or decoration. She focused back and bent down to check her food. They say a watched pot never boils, and Cassie imagined the same thing applied to observing baking. If she was home, she could have used a little extra touch to help ensure the brownies tasted and baked properly, but she wasn’t doing that here. It wasn’t a fair advantage to have.

      Soon, her timer went off, and she peeked at the dessert. A quick insert of a toothpick let her know she had about five minutes left, so she was right on time. When the timer went off again, she pulled out the confection and sat it on the rack to cool some. She might have to put it into the fridge to help the cooling process, but for now, she was letting it the old fashion way. Air.

      Cassie noticed everyone around making frosting, ganache, and other toppings and began to worry if maybe she did go too simple for this. She almost decided at the last minute to change up her plan, and before she could put the idea into action, a voice in her head stopped her. It was her old mentor, Jane’s voice reminding her to trust herself and her choices. “Rely on your instinct and feel the energy of the ingredients. They will never steer you wrong.”

      With those words, Jane calmed her worried thoughts. Cassie slid the brownies into the fridge to cool for about five minutes and then pulled them out. She cut the dessert into squares and dusted the powdered sugar lightly over the template, leaving an image of a stylized sun behind. She finished the last one and had them plated with two minutes to spare before time expired. She noticed the woman behind her was frantic and turned to assist her. They had just finished when time was called.

      The judges came around one by one and tasted each person’s dessert. There were comments of over or under-baked on some. Others were too sweet with the extra frosting on top. One person’s was too dry, and another’s was cake-like. A few of them had good flavors but just the wrong texture. Cassie was most interested in what they thought of Mercedes. Cassie had really focused and blocked the other woman from her mind, so she didn’t get distracted. Now whether or not Mercedes succeeded or failed mattered. The judges forced a bite into their mouth and chewed slowly while their expressions gave away neither pleasure nor disgust. They poked at it a little, and then the first judge said, “The blend of caramel with the chocolate wasn’t too sweet; however, the caramel was a little too chewy. Other than that, it wasn’t a bad showing.”

      The second judge spoke after, “I agree. I think it could have been slightly gooier, but good job overall.”

      As soon as they walked away and the attention was off of her, Mercedes's nostrils flared, and she crossed her arms. She wasn’t going to win any congeniality points with that kind of behavior.

      After one more person, the judges were to Cassie’s station. “Hello Cassie, remind us what we are about to eat.”

      Cassie did as requested and then held her breath as they cut into one of the squares with the side of the fork. Their expressions were unwavering, and then a smile broke out over the female judge’s face, and a whoosh of air escaped Cassie’s lungs.

      “This is delicious. I like the melding of sweet chocolate and the creamy, salty peanut butter. Not only that but the inside is baked perfectly. Wouldn’t you agree, Griffin?”

      “Yes, there is a nice hard crust, and then you break through to the soft center. Plus, you didn’t put a lot of extra sweetness on top, so it isn’t overwhelming. Great job!”

      The two judges walked off as Cassie tried to hide her relieved smile behind her hands. She didn’t have any idea how stressful having her food tasted by professionals would be.

      They were dismissed from the group setting, and then they each had to do several solo commentary shots before breaking for lunch. All the contestants had put out their brownies for everyone to sample. Several people told her congrats, and they liked her brownies. She sat with Daisy, Kevin, and Jay for lunch, and they all chatted. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Mercedes acting all wounded that the judges didn’t like her food. She swore she would have the next one in the bag.

      It didn’t overly matter to Cassie, who won the individual rounds as long as she made it through each week. Would it be nice to be the best overall one week? Absolutely, but she was okay with surviving.

      The small group cleaned up and then dispersed as they had about an hour to rest before the next stage. Cassie declined Daisy’s invitation to go for a walk and instead went to her room to do a little meditation. It would help her to focus and re-center herself before the next round.

      About fifteen minutes before time check, she hustled back down and over to the set to claim her station once more. Another young lady named Arabelle, whom she assisted earlier, was already there and posed for action. Cassie sent a friendly smile to the other woman and introduced herself.

      “Hello, my name is Cassie O’Sullivan. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Holding her hand out, the woman clasped it in hers. Cassie noted it was a little clammy and made a note to offer her something to calm her. If a little extra dollop of something accidentally fell into it, enhancing its relaxing qualities, then Cassie didn’t think that would hurt, nor would it be suspect.

      “Hi, I’m Arabelle Williams. Thank you again for the save. I appreciate it.”

      “You are welcome. This might be a competition, but there is no reason the food can’t speak for itself, and we all be kind to each other at the same time now, is there? Besides, I am a huge believer of karma and that goodness and nature will bless those who are respectful.”

      Arabelle grinned and nodded. “That is very smart.” A buzzer sounded, alerting them that it was about time. “Guess it is time to begin again. I am so shaky.”

      “Relax. You have got this,” Cassie assured her.

      Turning back around, Cassie noticed Ryan at the front of the room smiling, waiting for his cue. As soon as it was given, his performance began. “Welcome back, everyone. Now it is time for round two. This time you all are having to prepare a chocolate cake. This can be any kind of sponge you want, but it has to highlight a type of chocolate.”

      The moment the countdown clock began, noise erupted over the stations: bowls being pulled out, mixers starting, and a general cacophony of sounds. Like last time, Cassie ignored it all and concentrated on her work. There was lots to do with this cake, and it would be a tight fit to get it all done.

      A camera swept over her as she measured sugar and cracked eggs. She turned on the mixer and kept working. This time the judges came around as she was spooning out the cocoa powder.

      “Hello, Cassie! What have you gone with today?” Amy asked as she gazed over the counter.

      “Today, I am making a dark chocolate cake with cayenne covered in Italian buttercream frosting with chocolate shards shaped like flames along the side. On top, I am putting some cinnamon chocolate truffles.

      “Flames to represent the heat. The spice should help to balance out the sweetness.”

      “Very true, Amy. The cinnamon truffles will add to that as well. Looking forward to trying both. Good luck,” Griffin added in.

      They moved off, and Cassie resumed combining her ingredients. She had poured the mixture into her pans and popped them into the oven when she heard it. A crash and a plop. She and everyone else’s head popped up, searching the area like meerkats. Mercedes was standing and staring at the floor with eyes as big as saucers. It was as if time paused, and then suddenly, the play button was hit, and action returned at once everywhere.

      Mercedes stomped her foot. “Why did this have to happen to me?” A couple of the other people around her rushed to assist, but then stepped back when she just stood there throwing a temper tantrum.

      Ryan rushed over and called for some assistance. But, the cameras were still rolling on Mercedes. She huffed and started whisking up another batch of batter.

      Inwardly, Cassie was glad that people saw how Mercedes was, but she also felt bad that everyone had to endure it. It seemed that this was one instance that proved some people never changed who they were.

      Cassie moved on to preparing her truffles and flames, letting the rest sort itself out. She turned back and saw Arabelle making fondant flowers. “Those are pretty. What are you creating?”

      “Making a little garden with lots of flowers.”

      “Keep it up. It is looking great.” A quick glance over at Daisy saw the little energizer bunny moving about, mixing up several things. She couldn’t wait to see what she created.

      Cakes popped out of ovens and set to cool except for Mercede’s whose was still baking. She did feel sorry for the woman. No one deserved to have that happened to them.

      Eventually, the clock ran down, and it was time for the critiques. Arabelle went first, and the judges loved her garden made with crumbles as the dirt along with all the beautiful flowers. It tasted delicious with the orange mixed in, giving it that nice citrus flavor balance. As she carried her cake back, Cassie clapped her hands and gave a thumbs up.

      One by one, they all had their judgment time. Mercedes was called up next, and it looked horrible. Fine, not horrible, but a mess. The judges looked at it, then her, and back down.

      “I had an accident and had to start over, putting me behind. It tastes better than it looks, I promise.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Amy said as Griffin cut a slice of the cake. From where Cassie was standing, she couldn’t see exactly what anything looked like, but the judges’ expressions held doubt at first. Then smiles appeared on their faces, and they took another bite as they raved about how rich and scrummy it was. That it was moist and baked proper. Mercedes beamed at them and returned to her station.

      When everyone had been judged, including her own positive comments, except that there was a tad bit too much cinnamon, they all waited for final judgment. While the judges were convening, everyone began sampling one another’s creations.

      Cassie had zero desire to taste Mercedes’s until she overheard a comment about how dry the cake was.

      “How did the judges think that it was moist?”

      “It didn’t even look good either.”

      Cassie supposed that having the bakers’ disillusions busted was a good thing. However, she wondered what was up with the judges. They didn’t seem to be the kind to be swayed by a pretty face. She had been wrong before, though.

      At last, the judges came back to announced the winner of that round and the baker that would be going home. Ryan and the two judges stood up front in the center. All eyes were glued to the faces in anticipation. Daisy clutched Cassie’s hand on the right, and Arabelle had Cassie’s left.

      Ryan's booming voice caused attention to pivot to him. “The winner of week one is Arabelle. Congratulations.”

      The woman squealed and squeezed Cassie’s hand harder from excitement. She leaned over and whispered congratulations before tuning back in because Ryan was only halfway done.

      “Unfortunately, one baker had a bit of a rough week and will be leaving us tonight. I’m sorry, Nathaniel, but you are not moving on.”

      Cassie was sad to see anyone go home, but was happy she and the people she had met so far were safe for another round. Everyone finished up their camera interviews and then scattered off to different areas. As fun as the day had been, it was also exhausting, and all she wanted to do was head upstairs, run a bath, and relax for the evening. Daisy had other ideas, of course. She and a few of the others wanted to head to a local pub for a few drinks. Cassie reluctantly gave in and agreed to meet everyone downstairs in thirty minutes.
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      They all walked down to the Purple Lizard, a pub that was recommended for both its closeness and its entertainment. There were about eight of them that gathered in the end, including Nathaniel. He was due to head home in the morning like they all were. Cassie felt bad for the lad, so she paid for his first drink. Naturally, the talk landed on the competition and the past couple of days. Cassie sipped her cider as she listened and observed. After the first few sips, she noticed there was an undercurrent taste to it. It took her a few to focus, but then she realized there was a magical element weaved in. Confused, she looked around and spotted what she hadn’t before. There above the door was a sign that to anyone else looked simply like a part of the décor, but to those with knowledge, it read, “Witches Beware. Behave or Be Gone.” Cassie turned back around at the poke she received in her arm.

      Daisy was staring at her. “What are you staring at? Or should I ask who you are staring at? Do you think it is a good idea to hook up with a local here? I mean, it might be nice, but I never was a fan of trying to commute back and forth long-distance. Then again, maybe you don’t live very far from here, so it is very reasonable for you to snag a hottie here. In that case, which one are you trying to grab?”

      Rose piped up across the table, “Take a breath, Daisy and let the woman have a chance to answer you.” The whole table laughed even as Daisy shrugged and took a swig, probably in an effort to keep from chattering again.

      “To answer your question in general, I wasn’t scoping out the possible terrain. I got lost looking at the building and decoration choice. Thought I would see if maybe there was a play on the name of the establishment. Sorry, what were you all discussing?”

      Nathanial groaned, “Mercedes.”

      Rose chimed back in, “That woman is not giving off the best first impressions with many of us. I accidentally bumped into her today, and I apologized. All she did was bite my head off and hurried on.”

      “That wasn’t during the cooking, was it? Is that what caused her pans to fall?” Kevin questioned as he leaned in.

      Rose's eyes grew large as she shook her head. “Definitely not. I would have felt horrible if that was the case. No, this was this afternoon in between rounds. My station was near hers, though, and she kept muttering gibberish under her breath. I thought it might have been a foreign language, but I wasn’t close enough to make out any of the actual words.”

      At this, Cassie became alert. Was Mercedes doing magic on her food to enhance it? She was the type that would. Although, if so, why would the other contestants say it tasted bad. Mercedes might have her plethora of faults, but she was a good witch and wouldn’t screw up a spell to enhance her food.

      “Well, she hasn’t made a friend out of many of us. Enough about Mercedes, I’m off in the morning, and so tonight I want to have fun. Who’s up for a game of pool and another round of drinks?” Nathaniel stood up, and Kevin joined him.

      “You and Arabelle, go set up the table, and Rose and I will grab the drinks.”

      The four of them headed off, and the conversation turned to pool and what Kevin knew that they didn’t about Arabelle. A short time later, the answer revealed itself. Not only was the woman a genius in the kitchen, but she was also a pool shark. Laughter ran amuck amongst them as the good nature ribbing continued that Nathaniel lost twice that day to Arabelle. For the rest of the night, they drank, played, listened to music, and laughed while enjoying one another’s company.

      It wasn’t until the train ride the next day that Cassie realized what the spell in the drinks was for. Merriment.
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      All week Cassie had worked her day job and then practiced baking in the evening. She was shattered, but it was worth it. She felt prepared for this week despite them shooting two episodes. It would follow that way each week until she got kicked off. However, as a few of her siblings reminded her, she needed to think positively and concentrate on the next assignment ahead of her. They all arrived on Friday evening, and Cassie settled into her room before wandering around to see who beat her there. She found Arabelle and Kevin with two others chatting with cups of tea.

      “Hi everyone, mind if I join you?”

      “Not at all, Cassie, please do. Would you like something to drink? I can go get you some.” Kevin went to stand up.

      “No, thank you. I am good for now. What did I interrupt?”

      Jay straightened up in his chair as Cassie sat down and then replied to her question. “Not much. Chattering about our week at home. How was yours?”

      “Oh, fine. My neighbors are enjoying the benefits from all the baking I have done, though.”

      “What about your family?” Arabelle asked.

      “They live a bit away from me, so not as accessible to donate their palates for research purposes,” Cassie laughed and then turned the tables. “What about all of you? Who tries out all your bakes?”

      Jay piped up immediately, “My girlfriend does along with my roommate.”

      Arabelle responded next, “My parents and neighbors do for me. Oh, and my co-workers. They love when I bring things in.”

      Setting his mug down, Kevin jumped into the conversation. “You all ready for the tarts and biscuits?”

      “Yeah. Kind of nervous about the whole thing, though.” Arabelle sighed.

      Jay patted her arm. “But you did so great last week. Take that same confidence and put it into your work this time. You have got this.” He looked around the table. “We all have got this.” Jay paused for a moment and added, “Especially if Mercedes goes home.”

      They all cheered their agreements. Conversation moved to other things, and more arrived to expand the circle of exchange.

      Eventually, Cassie excused herself and went upstairs to recharge a bit. She could handle the stimulation of conversation, but it wore her out. She needed to ensure tomorrow, she would be acting at peak performance. A nice bath with some of the salts her sister sent with her would help. She would light a candle also to assist. As all her siblings were taught, the more senses you can involve, the stronger the connection.

      By the time Cassie had dried and put on her pajamas, she was relaxed and feeling the effects of everything. She slid under the covers, propped herself up, and opened her notes to review one last time.

      The next morning, all the contestants were at their stations with excited smiles. The energy was a little less twitchy than the first week. Ryan stood up front with the judges, and as soon as the cameras were rolling, he began. “Good morning, bakers. This morning, you are each baking a tart. This will be whatever kind you wish to make, but make sure your short crust doesn’t end up too short that they need a stepstool to reach the top.”

      Some of the contestants laughed, but Cassie simply smiled and shook her head, having heard short jokes all her life being only 5’2”. Ryan called for time to begin, and the familiar musical symphony of pots, pans, bowls, and utensils began.

      Cassie started her berries on the stove to make her jam while she measured out the flour, butter, and salt. She loved doing things by hand, so she began rubbing the cold cubes of butter into the flour until it was worked in, making sure to not let the mixture get too warm. After that, she added the water and continued until she had a nice ball of dough. She rolled it into a disc and wrapped it before putting it into the refrigerator to rest and cool back down. While it was chilling out, Cassie resumed making her jam. She was stirring her concoction in the pan when the judges show up. She beamed a genuine smile at them.

      Amy leaned over a little before speaking. “Good morning Cassie, What kind of tart are you treating us to this morning?”

      “I am baking a Bakewell tart.”

      “One of my favorites,” Griffin contributed. “Seems we might be having a bit of a Bakewell show-off amongst you and Mercedes.”

      Ryan added, “May the best tart win.” There was a twinkle in his eye that gave away the second meaning of the comment.

      Thankfully they moved on, and Cassie didn’t have to fake a laugh at his lame joke. However, that left space for Mercedes to turn around and hiss, “Why are you doing a Bakewell tart? You know that is a signature in my family.”

      “Mercedes, as hard as it is for you to imagine, I don’t think about you when I make my choices. However, don’t you think your Aunt Jane would want us to both succeed at this and do well?”

      “Leave her out of this. You are such a Tart Licker!”

      Cassie busted out giggling. “Is that some sort of sexual insult? Come on now, MJ, and let’s get back to baking.” Cassie turned to fetch her dough. When she returned, she found her jam had solidified into almost a rock. She should have known better than to turn her back on a mad witch. Why Mercedes had to be vindictive, she wasn’t sure. There was no proof of it anyways.

      At this point, Cassie had three options: start over, leave off the jam, or make the mess work. Letting out a sigh, she unwrapped her dough to roll out even as she calculated how long it would take. Thankfully, she had extra berries to make another round. As the crust pre-baked, she hurried to make more jam as she mixed up the rest of the topping. Letting out a long exhale as her oven timer went off, she had just finished both parts for the filling. She pulled her pan out of the oven. When she went to pour the jam into the pan, it also had thickened too much. Cassie’s head shot up, and she managed to school her expression in time to prevent the camera from capturing her scowling at Mercedes.

      Cassie simply smiled as she scraped out the little that fell onto the crust and spoke into the camera. “What can a person do? Something must have been off. It hadn’t ever done that to me before. I don’t have time to redo it for a third time.” Internally Cassie was feeling deflated. She couldn’t use magic to counteract what Mercedes did. She was on camera. She wouldn’t anyways, as that wouldn’t be helping the situation. Cassie grabbed a strainer and pressed as much as she could thru it to help break the pieces apart. Then she smeared it over the bottom and poured in the rest of her filling. Popping it into the oven, she sank down to the floor and set the timer.

      Daisy appeared in her line of sight and squatted down. “What happened, Cassie? It looked like you are having issues with the jam. Is everything okay? Can I do anything to help?”

      With a shake of her head, Cassie rose up and began cleaning up. “Thanks, Daisy. I appreciate the offer, though.”

      “Yeah, Daisy, let the little baker fend for herself.” Mercedes mocked.

      Daisy squeezed Cassie’s hand lightly before returning to her area. Cassie simply ignored Mercedes and kept going. Hopefully, nothing else would go wrong.

      When the timer went off, Cassie pulled the tart from the oven, and it smelled delicious. The top looked good, so that was a relief. She started fanning it and elevated it, so there was a greater surface for cooler air to whisk away the heat.

      Once it had cooled enough, she slid the outside off and eased the tart onto a serving dish about thirty seconds before the time clock ran down. Cassie had been so absorbed in her mess, she didn’t even notice what everyone else had made or how they got along.

      The judges began at the front and started the tart tasting. Arabelle’s was first, and she received good comments. There were egg custard tarts, a fruit tart, treacle tarts, a rhubarb and crème one, and then they came to Mercedes and Cassie’s.

      Ryan followed and announced, “Ah yes, the Bakewell bake-off.”

      Griffin and Amy walked up to Mercedes first. They cut a slice commenting on the texture before turning it over to look at the bottom. “No soggy bottom here,” Amy stated before tasting it. They both thought it delicious and a great showing.

      Then came time for Cassie. She wanted to toss hers and run away, but the concrete in her feet and the need to not embarrass herself won out.

      “Hello, Cassie. Let’s see how you did.” Amy sent a smile as Griffin removed a slice from the whole. They each cut the top off and tasted it. Amy jobbed at it a little with her fork while she chewed. “The jam seems a little chewy.”

      “I am sorry about that. I made two batches, and something went wrong each time.” Like Mercedes putting a spell on it, Cassie thought to herself.

      “The crust seems baked good, even though not only the jam layer but the rest of the filling is a little off.” Griffin frowned as he spoke and sat his fork down.

      “Thank you, Cassie. Better luck next time,” Amy consoled.

      The three of them left, and Cassie’s shoulders sagged as she stared down at her tart. When she glanced up, Mercedes had a smirk on her face.

      Everyone parted for about an hour and a half, and then it would be time for part two. During her free time, Cassie grabbed a sandwich and took it to her room. She declined the fellowship time in favor of doing some cleansing and protection spells. She couldn’t do much, but a few basic ingredients allowed her to perform a spell to remove negative energy and replace it with clean, positive energy. By the time everyone was to return to set, Cassie felt recharged and refreshed, ready to tackle the next part.

      Ryan’s voice boomed out once more, “Welcome back, bakers! To continue along the same line, you each will be required to make two sweet pies. However, as a surprise twist, you will each also have to make a savory pie from the ingredients in our pantry. You will have additional time. Now, on your mark, get ready, bake!”

      Two pies turning into three didn’t phase Cassie much. She needed to see what there was, but she thought she might do a steak and aubergine pie with a few more veggies. For her sweet ones, she wanted to do one to honor her American friend. She was going to make a chocolate pecan pie. For the other one, she was baking a peaches and cream pie.

      Cassie knew she had to get the dough prepared so it would have time to rest and chill before using it. She began by scattering the pecans on a baking sheet and popping them into the oven to toast before turning to clean and slice her peaches. The knife slipped, and she nicked her finger, causing her to have to stop while she was bandaged.

      When she returned, Kevin, who was at the station behind her, asked, “You okay, Cassie?”

      “Yes. The knife barely got me, but since this particular recipe didn’t call for blood, I thought I ought to get it wrapped.” She held up her finger just as the timer went off. “My nuts!”

      Kevin chuckled as he stirred his pork in the skillet. “Don’t want your nuts getting too toasty.”

      Cassie laughed and pulled the sheet out, grateful they turned out like they were supposed to. She sat them to cool, and when she turned around, Ryan, Amy, and Griffin were standing there. She let out a little embarrassed shriek and clutched her heart.

      “You three startled me.” Way to go stating the obvious, Cassie! She got herself back in mental order and smiled. “How may I help you?” You really are the queen of stupid remarks tonight.

      “You have an assortment of things lined up.” Griffin looked over Cassie’s station. “What are you making for us today, and how do you like the surprise of the third pie?”

      “For my sweet pies, I am doing a nod and tribute to my American friends. We have a bourbon chocolate pecan pie and a peaches and cream one.”

      Ryan picked up the bourbon and jiggled it while asking, “You serving alcohol in hopes of getting the judges a bit knackered?”

      “There isn’t much in the whole recipe, and it acts as a balancer with the other sweet flavors going on. A little liquor helps with lots of things.” Cassie shot back, her voice as sweet as the corn syrup she measured out.

      “Good luck Cassie,” Amy and Griffin both called as they moved on to another contestant.

      The rest of the time went by without any more accidents. Occasionally the judges would walk by, watching and observing everyone. This time, it didn’t bother Cassie since she was in her head space and focused. Her pies came out of the oven and were cooling when the time was called. They all left the area so people could come in and clean away the mess and set everything up nicely for the judging and the rest of the filming.

      Cassie plopped down on the sofa, exhausted. How they were going to do this all again tomorrow, she wasn’t sure. Daisy bounced over and joined her, crisscrossing her legs as she did.

      “That was exciting, wasn’t it? I will say that I definitely want to taste your pies, Cassie. I have never had a peaches and cream pie before.” She cocked her head to the side and kept on going. “Actually, I don’t know when the last time I had a peach was at all. It isn’t my fruit of choice. However, I don’t mind sampling one now and then.”

      Arabelle interrupted Daisy. They all learned it was the only way to comment on anything she said. “I love peaches. They are so juicy, and the way the flesh just splits apart is the best. It isn’t hard and crunchy like an apple.”

      “Or nuts. They are hard and required more care because they are quick to break apart with just one snap of the teeth. If you want them soft, it takes a lot of work. However, I enjoy snacking on a variety of the salty treats. Plus, they are a good source of protein.”

      Kevin busted out laughing. “Are you all still talking about food, or has this turned into a hidden talk about sex?”

      Cassie could feel her pale face flame up to match the color of her hair. She couldn’t believe the turn the conversation had taken.

      Both Arabelle and Daisy replied at the same time. “Sex!”

      “You know what they say, the best way to please a woman is to eat a peach.” The corner of Arabelle’s mouth quirked up at the corner.

      Kevin coughed a little when Daisy followed up immediately with, “Which makes Cassie’s peaches and cream pie even more interesting. There is always more than one way to enjoy the fruit.”

      “Kill me now, please. My pie has nothing to do with that.”

      They were all laughing and teasing each other when one of the workers walked by, letting them know it was time. Immediately the nerves returned, and the mood sobered just a little bit. Once inside the tent, Cassie noticed that everyone else had returned ahead of them and felt bad as if they had held everyone up. But, before she knew it, the judging had commenced.

      Arabelle received good comments like last time with her apple and cherry pie, custard pie, and her chicken curry pie. The whole time that Daisy was up there, she was shifting from one foot to another. Even her body was full of energy and spunk.  Cassie wondered if the woman consumed too much caffeine or was naturally like that. If she could bottle it, it would probably fetch a mint on the market. Victoria’s crust was too crumbly for the one pie, and it was hard to get out of the pan in one serving. The other one had a soggy crust.

      Next up was Cassie. She carried a tray with all three of her pies to the front and sat it down. They cut into her steak one first.

      Griffin took a bite and chewed. “This is good. The meat is tender, as are the vegetables. Plus, since it was cooked mostly before, you were able to control the amount of liquid, and the bottom of your crust isn’t soggy.”

      “Yes, it is cooked well, and the flavors are balanced. Let’s try your peach one next.” Amy commented as the one plate was moved to the side and the peach pie was sliced. Cassie watched as Amy’s eyebrows rose up in surprise. “That is a very delicious pie. The sweetness of the peaches come through beautifully, but it isn’t overpowering. They are baked perfectly, soft enough that it isn’t too hard to bite into, but not mush.”

      “And adding that cream in with the filling helps elevate it. Again your crust is well cooked, although it is almost overbaked,” Griffin followed up.

      “Last is the chocolate pecan one. There is bourbon in this one right?” Amy asked.

      “Aye. There isn’t much, so hopefully, it is just a subtle taste.”

      “Let’s see, shall we?” Griffin tried to hide his expression when he took a bite, but unfortunately, he failed. Cassie watched his eyes go round, and then he took another tiny taste from a different part of the pie. He coughed a little. “I am not sure what happened, but the bourbon isn’t subtle at all. In fact, that is the only thing you can taste. It overpowers everything else.”

      “I agree, Cassie. It is almost like drinking the liquid straight from a glass.”

      Cassie’s shoulders fell in defeat, and she wondered what happened. “I am sorry. I have no idea what went wrong.” She carried the tray back to her station and saw Mercedes’s satisfied smug smile.

      Mercedes went up next. She had made a chicken and mushroom pie along with a lemon meringue one and a pear one. By the time the judges had finished sampling her pear one, Cassie wanted to poke Mercedes with a fork. Or perhaps take a spatula to the back of her head.

      “Excellent showing Mercedes. All three of the pies were well baked,” Amy praised.

      “I was skeptical of the pear one with how you baked it, but it turned out well. Maybe one of the best things I have had all night.” Griffin retorted.

      “Thank you both.” Mercedes preened and had Ryan help her carry her food back to the station. There was a smile from ear to ear on the female’s face as she sat back down on her stool.

      There were a few issues here and there with different people’s pies, so who was going home was a mystery. It really was up in the air. Cassie still couldn’t figure out what went wrong with hers. As soon as there was a break and the judges went off to deliberate, Cassie took a bite of her pecan pie, and indeed somehow, the amount of alcohol had increased. It was weird. Her friends came over with theirs, and they all began sampling little bits and pieces.

      Kevin teased her a little. “We could all just eat your pie tonight Cassie, instead of going to the pub. It would save a bit on cost.”

      She laughed and lightly punched him in the arm. “Nothing I can do now. Just have to pray I don’t get sent home because of it.”

      “I don’t think you will. Your other ones were great.” Rose reassured her.

      “We will see.” Cassie shot a worried smile over at them. She didn’t want to leave yet. Not only was she having fun, but she needed to win and receive the prize money.

      An hour later, they were all lined up in front of Ryan, Griffin, and Amy, awaiting the results. This time Cassie had Rose on her left and Kevin on her right. She was squeezing their hands so tight in an attempt to release all the pressure inside of her. Kevin whispered out the side of his mouth, “Breathe, Cass.”

      Ryan stood up at the front with his hands clasped and announced, “This week’s winner of tarts and pies was a close call, but the winner is Mercedes. Congratulations.” The camera swung to her, and she sat there waving her hands and looking shocked while everyone clapped, but Cassie knew her, and it was all an act. Ryan continued a few moments later, “Sadly, it is time for one baker to leave us. This week, the person is Victoria.”

      Cassie let out a deep sigh of relief. She was sad for the woman. She hadn’t had the chance to get to know her too well, but the few times she spoke to the older woman, she was kind and pleasant. However, she was thrilled to have survived another round. They all began hugging Victoria and wishing her well before they all hauled butt out and back to the main part of the hotel.

      On the way down the hall, they all conversed about surviving and what was next, which led to them stating they were hungry. They agreed to change and meet back down in twenty minutes to go walk down to the pub for some food and drinks. Cassie didn’t even bother trying to argue or get out of it this time. She knew she would lose the fight. Plus, an evening with the people that were quickly becoming a good set of friends would be great after the day she had.
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      The six of them walked into the Purple Lizard once more, and this time Cassie noticed even more about the place, such as there were wards above the door to keep out any ill-tempered people. Cassie bet that came in handy and helped to curtail any possible fights. After all, if those people weren’t in there to begin with, then the alcohol wouldn’t make their disposition worse. In addition, it appeared there was another menu option that included “extras” that posed at drinks. As Cassie scanned the list, she decided to try one of them out.

      “See anything good, Cassie?” Jay asked.

      “I am thinking I am going to get some fish and chips. I have been craving that lately. Plus I think I am going to try this drink called Purple Blaze. It sounds good, and why not try something new. What about you all?”

      “I am getting the Steak and Ale pie.” Daisy tapped the menu. When they all groaned a little, she looked up innocently. “What is wrong now?”

      “We all just spent half the day baking different pies, aren’t you tired of them?” Rose asked.

      Daisy just rolled her eyes. “No. Besides, this one will be made by someone else, not me.”

      They all ordered their dinner and drinks, and since it had been on Cassie’s mind, she asked everyone around the table. “Have you all thought about what you would do with the prize money if you win?”

      Daisy immediately piped up, “A vacation! I want to go exploring the world. There are a few places I want to go and see, and this would allow me the time to take off work and go do it without worrying about how I am going to afford it. Oh, oh, maybe I will hire someone to go shopping with me, and they can carry around all of packages I buy. Kind of like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman! Can you imagine what that would be like to be like?”

      Cassie chuckled at her friend. “Are you sure you aren’t a sprite or something Daisy? You are always so effervescent, and that is befitting of them and their nature. Then again, they also aren’t ones to tangle with if they get angered.”

      Now all of the attention was focused on her. “You say that like you know sprites in person,” Jay spoke what they were all thinking she was sure of it.

      Crap, this is what happened when she was relaxed around too many people. “Just what I have read in books, of course. I don’t know what you are talking about. We know what is in store for Daisy. What about you, Rose?” She had to get the attention off of her somehow.

      Rose took the bait. “I am putting it in savings to help with emergencies or having to take care of my parents. My mum isn’t doing well, so I might need to move her in with me soon.”

      “I am sorry to hear that. Give her lots of love from us.” Arabelle squeezed Rose’s hand.

      “I will bring you a few things next week to help with some ailments. Mostly some teas that I know are good. Family recipes and whatnot. Have her drink a cup a day of it and let me know how it goes.” Cassie decided immediately she was going to find out discreetly what was wrong and whip up a couple of things to bring next weekend. There was no reason why she couldn’t do that and help someone else out. It wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for someone in her little town.

      “That is mighty nice of you, lass. She still has lots of beliefs in certain things, and if I tell her you and your family are from her old country, she will be more likely to take it.”

      “My pleasure. Kevin, Jay, what about you two?” Cassie really was trying to keep the conversation off of her. It felt like the more they talked, the more she was digging a hole.

      “I am going to propose to my girlfriend and thought we could use the money for the wedding,” Jay replied with a grin on his face that easily expressed how he felt about his girlfriend.

      “That is exciting. How long have you and Eleanora been together?” Rose asked as she sipped her cider that was sat down in front of her.

      “About three years now. She is ready to move in, but due to our families and beliefs, we are waiting until after we get married. I mean, she sleeps over some nights, but I am ready for us to move in. We have talked about getting married for about a year now, but I wanted to make sure the time was as right as it ever can be.”

      Kevin raised his glass and toasted Jay. “Here is to happy marital bliss for you and Eleanora! However, you are going to have to find a new way to pay for it because victory is mine!”

      Everyone laughed and clanked glasses together, cheering. Then Jay looked at Cassie and asked her. “What about you? What are you wanting to do with the money?”

      Cassie blushed and looked down at her drink before returning to meet all her new mates in the eyes. “I want to open a bakery up in the village I live in.”

      Arabelle smiled, “I am starting on plans to open one up also. We should get together and brainstorm ideas. We might be able to help each other out.”

      “I would like that, but if I don’t win, I am not sure I will be able to get it up and going as soon as I had hoped. But, I can use all the creative and logical muse that I can get.”

      “Perfect. We will arrange that.”

      Daisy looked like Tigger ready to spring. “This is all so exciting. I can’t wait for the rest of the fun to begin. I am really looking forward to tomorrow’s baking as I love gingerbread and eat it all year round. It makes me want to break out with holiday music, candy, dance everywhere, and sing. Can’t forget about singing. It is the best, especially when you have happy news to share, and we will have many joyous reasons to celebrate over the next few months.” She squealed as she clapped her hands in short rapid movements.

      Wrapping one arm around Daisy’s shoulders, Cassie squeezed her in a hug. “You, my friend, are crazy and a breath of fresh air, and I love it.” The other woman just beamed and shrugged as she took a gulp of her drink.

      Laughter bubbled up from their table all night like a low boiling stew. They all enjoyed their dinners, and the drinks were passed around while teasing each other. By the end of the night, they all felt more carefree and relaxed as they headed back to the hotel.
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      Sunday morning welcomed the day by bringing in rain and clouds. That never mind Cassie any as she was always fond of the rain. Couldn’t exactly live in her part of the world and hope to be happy if one grumbled at a little wetness. A little special tea would help everyone, Cassie figured. She pulled out some packages and carried it down to offer her group. They were all milling about, and for once, Daisy didn’t look her usual bubbly self.

      Cassie joined her friend and asked her, “What ails you lass? You look like someone stole your favorite toy.”

      Daisy sighed, “I hate the rain.”

      Cassie paused a moment waiting for the girl to continue, but she didn’t. A quick glance at the others had them shrugging their shoulders.

      “All right, mate. I think you need a cuppa and some breakfast. I have a special treat for you. This is my own blend. I will pop over and get some water. You won’t last the day like this.”

      Cassie returned shortly with a tray of goodies. “Come on, Daisy, up you go. Here have some of this.” She sat down and began passing out different drinks. “I have plenty.” When Daisy went to pass on her drink, Cassie placed a hand on it. “That one is specially made for ya. Drink up and eat something. We have a full day ahead, and I am excited for it. You will be right as…well, rain soon enough.”

      Arabelle took a sip of hers and smile. “This tastes delicious Cassie, thank you for sharing it with us.”

      “Yes, thanks. I don’t mind the rain, but a good hot drink is welcomed anytime,” Jay commented between sips.

      Cassie kept an eye on Daisy, and slowly her spirit began to turn around. Next thing she knew, Daisy had bounced up and hugged Cassie tight.

      “Thank you. I feel better now. Like I can go out and tackle the rain. Show it whose boss. Know what I mean? I will have to settle on making biscuits bend to my desires and gingerbread my soldiers. Oh, speaking of that, did you catch the latest episode of…” On and on she went.

      Keven, Jay, and Rose had their mouths open in shock while Arabelle’s head was tilted to the side. Kevin recovered enough to ask, “What did you put in hers? Can I get some? The difference between now and thirty minutes ago. I need that kind of energy boost.”

      Cassie laughed and hid her grin by taking a drink. She might have added a bit of restorative magic to her friend’s drink, but they need not know that. Instead, she just said, “Guess all she needed was a little pick me up. Let’s go get our bake on.”

      After they cleaned up, they strolled over to the competition area. This time thankfully, Mercedes wasn’t near Cassie. Maybe her favorite day would go down well. Some of the production people talked and explained the order of the day as each of the contestants prepared for the start.

      What felt like only moments passed when suddenly Ryan, Amy, and Griffin were standing up at the front of the room posed for action. They called rolling, and Ryan’s voice bolstered out. “Good morning, bakers! Here we are at week three of the competition, and it is Biscuit week. For our first challenge, Amy and Griffin would like for you to make twenty-four biscuits. Twelve biscuits should be filled, and twelve should not be. The type of biscuits is up to you, but it needs to do what the biscuits say they are.”

      The excitement in the area could have powered a few of the cameras. More of the nerves had been shaken off, and people were settling into the competition. Cassie grinned as she watched Daisy in front of her bounce from foot to foot in her normal energetic way. Arabelle was in front of Daisy, poised and regal in both her attention and body frame. The contradiction between the two of them never failed to lighten Cassie’s heart. Out of everyone, she knew those two would become her lifelong friends.

      Like each of the challenges prior, the clock ticked down, people sprang into action, and the cacophony of sounds became an unharmonized symphony. Cassie started working on the dough for her filled cookies first. She needed them in and out of the oven, so they had plenty of time to cool for putting on the jam. She was already on to the second batch when the trio arrived at her station with grins around.

      “Good morning, Cassie. Looks like you are off to a busy start,” Amy exclaimed.

      “Yes. There is lots to do, and going full force is the only way to do it.”

      “I love biscuits. Today will be a real treat. Let’s hope your plans don’t crumble around you,” Ryan joked.

      Cassie could almost hear the drums in the background cueing the joke. She couldn’t place a finger on what it was that irked her so much about him, but something definitely did. However, she smiled and continued on grating orange zest.

      “Tell us what you are making for us, Cassie,” Griffin stated.

      “For my non-filled biscuits, I am making an orange and coconut shortbread. For my filled ones, I am baking a Jammie Dodger variation with blackberry jam. Going to cut out the middle in a shape of a star.”

      “In hopes of being a star here?” Ryan quipped.

      “Because I love looking up at the night sky, and it’s what prompted me to create the idea.” Cassie shot back in what she hoped was her easy-going manner.

      When Griffin jumped in, Cassie thought maybe she didn’t hide her irritation. “Are you worried about the coconut or orange flavors overwhelming or being too subtle in your cookies?”

      Cassie shook her head, “No. Each time I make them at home, they have turned out great, and the critiques from people during the week have helped. I played with a few options on boasting the flavor and hope I have it nailed down this time.”

      Amy reassured her, “I am sure it will be delicious. I look forward to trying them. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” Cassie tuned back into what she was doing as the three others walked off. It always unnerved her having someone watch her work. That is usually when she fumbled and messed something up, which resulted in her becoming more self-conscious and faltering further. Due to that reason, she pulled her mental bubble in a little closer and put up mental shields.

      As soon as the second batch of dough was good, she rolled out the first and cut out 24 scalloped biscuits using a cutter. From those, she took twelve and removed a small star shape from the middle before transferring all of them onto a couple of sheets. As they baked, she began the jam. She dumped blackberries into the pan, added the rest, and waited for it to cook down and reach the right temperature. Additionally, she prepared the shortbread cookies for the sheets so as soon as the first ones were done, the next set could go in.

      Over the next hour, Cassie worked and chatted with those around her, and each minute that ticked off the clock meant another minute they all grew tenser and frantic. The final warning that there was only three minutes left alarmed, and she found extra reserves somewhere and powered through. She finished and hurried to assist Daisy with plating hers up. As the buzzer timed, they had placed the last biscuits on the display.

      Cassie returned back to her station, and the three women shared smiles of triumph mixed with some trepidation. After all, the hard work might be done, but now the time to see how each of them faired arrived.

      The judges stopped by Daisy’s station, and they were all praises over her custard cream biscuits. They picked up the flower-shaped lavender and honey ones, and even though Amy and Griffin attempted to mask their reservations, one could tell they were cautious.

      Griffin broke the biscuit in two before commenting. “It is crumbly like it is meant to be. You know I have my issues with lavender used in food, period. It is not a favorite of mine.”

      Cassie observed her friend clinching her left wrist with her right hand in a grip that Cassie worried could leave a bruise. She figured the wee one was attempting to hold still and not flutter off.

      Amy took a bite and smiled. “That is aromatic, but there isn’t too much lavender to cause it to taste like soap.”

      “Amy is right. It enhances the honey in a way that it feels like you are eating a honey-sweet sitting among a garden. Well done,” Griffin added.

      Ryan, wanting to join in after his mouthful, teased, “They are sure to satisfy any bear’s craving for the sticky sugar.”

      Everyone laughed, and as they left to move to the next station, Daisy’s shoulder relaxed, and her hand released the death lock on her wrist. Unfortunately, that meant, Cassie was up next on the menu.

      “Hello, again, Cassie. Please remind us of what you prepared today.” Amy, as always, welcomed each of them warmly.

      “The filled biscuits are Jammie Dodgers with a star cut and a blackberry jam representing the night sky. The other one is an orange and coconut shortbread. Hope you enjoy.”

      Cassie found herself biting her lip as they broke apart her shortbread to test the structural composition. She couldn’t decipher the expression on their faces.

      Griffin started off by saying, “I like that it is crumbly but still moist. You can see bits of orange in the biscuits, so you are expecting it. The taste delivers on that expectation.”

      Amy follows up without missing a beat, “Yes. The balance between the citrus of the orange and the sweeter of the coconut works great. If anything, and this is more my personal preference, I would boost the flavor a bit more as they both are favorites of mine.”

      “I think it works well. Let’s try your blackberry-filled one now,” Griffin commented as he picked up one of the other biscuits from her board. “This is good also. Takes me back to when my nan would make me desserts with blackberries.”

      “These night jam biscuits are delicious. One of my favorite things so far,” Amy praised.

      “Looks like there might be stars in your future yet.” Ryan quipped.

      Cassie shrugged, “I’m glad you all enjoyed them.”

      Once they finished the last couple of bakers, they began scattering, and each of them filmed their solo monologues in front of the cameras. Cassie stood outside in front of a tree and grinned like a silly love sick fool.

      “I can’t believe that went so wonderful. I needed that after the last few weeks.” What she didn’t say out loud was that she was glad Mercedes wasn’t nearby, so there were no accidents. She practically skipped as she went to grab some lunch and prepared for the next round and the one that was stressing her out the most—the gingerbread competition.

      The group of now friends were sitting and eating sandwiches when Mercedes walked by and stopped for a moment to snarl out. “Good job, everyone on round one.”

      Cassie was still on a high from the morning that she ignored Mercedes’ tone and simply smiled up and replied, “You to MJ. Jane will be so proud of you.”

      In response, Mercedes harrumphed and stalked off. At least Cassie tried, and she didn’t lie. Mercedes’ aunt Jane would be thrilled her niece was excelling. Did Cassie think it was all legal? No, but that was something she would have to deal with and watch out for.

      Kevin leaned in and spoke low, “You were very polite, Cassie. I would have said something else not so nice.”

      “Yeah, like take your broom and shove it up your…” Jay stopped as Kevin kicked him under the table. “Ouch, man.” Then reason got the better of him, and he apologized. “Sorry, ladies.”

      “No worries, Jay. I have brothers, and they are known to get in a few colorful words now and then.” Cassie reassured him.

      Arabelle placed her sandwich back down on the table and then patted her face with a napkin. “Not only that, Jay, but us ladies are not all too proper ourselves. Do you and your girlfriend keep things clean amongst the two of you?”

      “No.”

      “Then both of you don’t be afraid to say Mercedes needs to pull the stick out of her ass.” They all sat there with mouths agape in shock. Cassie figured none of them thought to hear Arabelle talk like that. “Come on now, and don’t let the flies get in your mouth. We have a competition to win.” With those words, they all scrambled to finish and head back.
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      “Welcome back, bakers. For the second round, you need to construct a 3D gingerbread representation of something you enjoy doing. It can be anything you want, but it has to include at least six parts outside of the main structure itself. The clock has been set, so on your mark, get ready, BAKE!” Ryan’s deep voice jolted them into action.

      Cassie pulled out her notes for what she had planned. When they gave her the brief, she had no idea what to do. It took her a few days of doodling and crossing off things until she came up with an idea and ran with it.

      The plan for her book coming to life lay on the counter, and she marked out what to do first. Not only was she making lots of gingerbread, but she was making more biscuits, a small batch of cake, and a myriad of decorations out of an assortment of things. She wanted to keep it basic but very detailed.

      First up, she was going to get the cake whipped up and baking while she made the gingerbread. She was sliding the cake into the oven and starting in on the spicy biscuits when the judges made it around to her inquiring about what she was making.

      “Are these all your patterns here?” Amy asked as she waved her hands over the various cardboard cut-outs littering the counter.

      “Aye. I am making an open book with different objects on top representing a myriad of items coming to life in the story. One of my favorite things to do when I am not baking is reading.”

      Griffin nodded, “This sounds great. Are you worried about the weight of everything sitting on top of a large piece of the biscuit without it collapsing?”

      “Nay, I have a couple of tricks hidden up my sleeves to help with that problem. You will have to wait to see what it is.”

      “Good luck. I think you are going to need it. I look forward to seeing the end result.”

      “Thank you, Griffin.” The whole time they were talking, Cassie had finished mixing her dough and popped it in the refrigerator to let it cool for a few so it would roll a bit easier.

      She continued mixing up the next batch of biscuits for her decorations, and then by the time those were done, she pulled out her gingerbread and began rolling it and cutting all the bigger sections to slide into the oven. As those baked and the cake cooled, she moved on to the parts that had more fiddly pieces or required more attention before baking. For the pieces on the sides of the book, Cassie dragged a tool along the dough to score lines all the way down it. The idea was when it was constructed, it would resemble several pages on top of one another. She hoped this would give it a more realistic view.

      Once those were all ready and awaiting their turn in the oven, Cassie turned her focus to her decorations. She melted chocolate and then made little handles that, after having some caramel strings added, would form a broom. She also melted isomelt and created a glass slipper.

      As she continued forth, she glanced up and called out to the energizer bunny in front of her, “How’s it going, Daisy? What are you making over there?”

      Daisy turned around with fondant on her hands that looked like petals. “I am making a flower garden.”

      “How fun. Those are pretty flowers. I didn’t know you enjoyed gardening. Do you know what Arabelle is working on?”

      “Yes. She is studiously focused up there. Doing something involving blankets, yarn, cats, and no sure what else. I haven’t been by to check out the boys yet. Need me to go spy? I totally will create an excuse. Won’t take me but a minute to pop over and back.”

      “Nah. You better make sure you finish this time. I think mine will be down to the wire.”

      “Get busy, Cassie. Make you some of that secret tea from this morning you made me. That would help you.”

      Cassie’s response was to laugh and turn off the alarm that went off. She pulled out another pan of biscuits and popped the last sheet into the oven.

      As soon as everything cooled, she began assembling the base and the big book. Once that was in place and dried enough, she decorated it and then sent a prayer up that it wouldn’t collapse with the next part. With steady and cautious hands, Cassie added a sorting hat, a rug made out of biscuit and fondant fringe, a globe, a hammer, hearts, and other items. When time was called, she managed to complete it all, and Cassie was rather pleased with herself. No matter what happened that day, she worked hard and put her all into what she baked.

      Amy and Griffin stood behind the presentation table at the front, waiting on each of them. This time Cassie was first up for judgment. She carried up her creation slowly and was thankful she wasn’t at the very back. Nearly, but not quite. As she placed it down on the table and stepped back, she let out a deep sigh and linked her fingers together in front of her. If she didn’t, she was afraid she would fidget and learned long ago that holding her wrists behind her back only caused her chest to stick out further than her generous bust already did.

      The judges wasted no time jumping into their critique. Amy’s smile gave Cassie hope. “This is beautiful. I love the concept behind this and how reading comes to life from the pages. You thought of all the little details like the ridges representing the different pages, the spine, and how the hardback books have that extra spacing around it.”

      Griffin picked up as Amy paused for a moment. “This looks really heavy, and with all the items on top, I am surprised it hasn’t broken. However, you were smart by having some of them move from the top of the pages to the base so that more of the weight isn’t on top of all that gingerbread.”

      Cassie released her lip from where she had been biting it to respond. “I made a few support gingerbread cross beams underneath to help hold up the top of it since it was a larger piece. Even without anything on it, I knew it could collapse and did a few times when I was at home.”

      “I think it is lovely. Shall we taste it? That is why we are here.” Amy broke off a piece of the top and bit into it. “It has a lovely snap to it. The flavor is delicious. The taste of the ginger and molasses comes through brilliantly.”

      Griffin broke into one of the heart biscuits and bit into one half. “Sorry to break your heart, but the citrus flavor really works well, and they are light. Remind us where you used the cake.”

      “It is used in the globe and the apple. It is a vanilla cake with a little raspberry sauce in the middle of it.”

      They cut the globe in half, and both smiled when they tasted it. She was so happy it all went well. When they were done commenting, she took her work back to her station and almost dropped it from her hands shaking. She survived and had positive comments both rounds.

      By the time they had finished critiquing Jay’s boat, Kevin’s football field, and a few of the other’s designs, Cassie has relaxed again. Then it came time for Mercedes to present her design. The woman had made a cauldron and a spell book. A groan escaped from Cassie before she could reign it back. Daisy shot her a confused look and mouthed, “witch?” In an attempt to play it off, Cassie shrugged, and they turned back to see a confused expression on the judge's face.

      “Tell us what you have made for us and what you enjoy doing other than baking,” Amy spoke with a level of voice that Cassie was positive came from practice.

      “I have made a cauldron, book, potions, and a hat because those are more of the common items people think of with witches.”

      She heard someone muttered behind her, “Because she is one.” If the person only knew.

      “You enjoy reading about witches?” Griffin asked in what Cassie was sure an attempt to get clarification.

      “Yes, but mostly because I practice the art.” Mercedes stood tall with one hand propped on her hip. “I made two types of gingerbread, adding a few different spices to each, so they complement each other, but each holds a distinct taste on their own.”

      Cassie reached up and rubbed her forehead a little. She wasn’t supposed to out herself like that, but there wasn’t anything Cassie could do at this point. Let her take responsibility for any backlash that happened. Thankfully, no one continued the line of questioning but rather moved on to tasting the creation.

      After it was all done, the contestants took a break while the judges deliberated. The talk was, of course, about the round they completed and Mercedes. The woman was going to make sure attention was on her one way or another. Her friends immediately started asking her questions.

      “Did you know she was a witch?”

      “What does she mean she practices it?”

      “Wonder what kind of magic she can do?”

      Cassie allowed all of the questions and the chatter back and forth. She wasn’t going to dip her ladle into that pot of soup for anything. When they had all calmed down, and all the eyes were riveted to her, Cassie sighed and threw her hands up in the air like she had no clue. “I have no idea what that woman does anymore. I haven’t seen her since school, and even then, we were not remotely close at all. We went out of our way to avoid each other. Now I have to say, I think we all kicked butt in there, and I am proud of all of us. I learned more about each of you.”

      They all agreed, and conversation moved on to their hobbies until one of the members of the crew came by and told them it was time to gather back. They stood up and walked back, sitting in stools at the front.

      As soon as the cameras were going, Ryan jumped straight into the announcement. “This week was an especially hard week to judge as all of you did a great job. However, we can only have one winner. The top baker this week goes to… Cassie O’Sullivan. Congratulations!”

      Kevin was sitting next to her and pull her over into a huge hug as everyone else clapped and cheered.

      “Now, for the sad part of the day. We hate to get rid of any of you, but this week, unfortunately, the person that is going home is Julia. I’m sorry, dear, but we must say goodbye to you.”

      They all got up and hugged and wished her well, and then all of them scattered. Cassie and her posse were going to change quickly and then head off to the pub to celebrate Cassie’s win and cheering to surviving another week.

      By the time Cassie was packing up the next morning to head home, she was exhausted and knew it was only the beginning.
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      Over the next several weeks, Cassie watched as person after person left the competition. Some with bittersweet departures as her new friends left. Like the back-to-back tapings when both Jay and Kevin left. Those nights at the pubs were particularly sad. While she knew that the time would come that either they or she would have to end their journey in the competition, she still hated to see the guys leave.

      Each time she skated through, she was so ecstatic and blessed. There had been plenty of close calls during the time as Mercedes still found ways to cause her strife and chaos. As the number of bakers dwindled, it seemed the gutsier her rival had become. Like the time Mercedes and Cassie shared a refrigerator, and after Mercedes pulled out her items, she left the door open partway, causing the temperature in the refrigerator to rise and the gelatin to not set as firmly. That might have been an accident as Mercedes claimed it was, but when it repeated in the next round with the freezer, she knew it wasn’t. Then there was the time that Mercedes tripped and ran into Cassie when she was carrying some dough and caused her to drop it onto the floor and start all over. There was no reason for Mercedes to even be near Cassie at that time, and the apology fell on deaf ears. No matter what happened, she persevered and had luckily continue forth.

      Even Arabelle and Daisy commented that it seemed that the nemesis had it out for her, and they questioned her on why the woman hated Cassie so much. Plus, they wanted to know why none of the staff on the show was doing anything about it. Cassie told them it was simple. They couldn’t prove it was deliberate. After all, she stayed on the side of indirect even if she was leaning across that line.

      Then there were the things that went terribly with her food. Once, her bread dough exploded, quite literally, when it was in the proving drawer. They were all waiting for their dough to prove when there was this loud sound. They all looked around, and then Cassie’s heart fell into her gut. When she opened the drawer, there was dough bits everywhere. It had even busted through the plastic that was over it. That was when Cassie almost lost it. She sent a glare up at Mercedes, who was working behind her at the time, and the smug look on the woman’s face is what gave it away. Instead of giving in to her rage, she stood up and began making a new batch of bread. That day she almost didn’t have anything to show, and of course, the judging comments were brutal. After all, they all had the same amount of time to bake something, and mistakes did happen. However, no one else had a witch hell-bent on ruining them to the degree that Mercedes did. The only positive thing about everything was that it did seem that Cassie was the only target for the shenanigans. The other bakers were left alone.

      The semi-finals were a tough week, and that is when Daisy left. Cassie gave it to the little sprite. She was the same bubbly, peppy person she had been the entire competition. She promised she was okay and loved them all. When they were all departing to head back home, Daisy hugged her and whispered, “Kick Mercedes ass and don’t go down without a fight.” Cassie nodded and giggled even as a few tears leaked out.

      Now it was time for the finale. It was three of them left in the competition: Arabelle, Mercedes, and Cassie. Whoever managed to survive this day would take home the title and the cash prize. Cassie kept telling herself she was prepared. All three of them were spaced out a little further apart and given an extra counter to work on.

      The anticipation and nervous energy was ramped up so high it felt almost like Cassie was sitting on a bass speaker. The shock waves hit her heart and caused it to flutter. She wasn’t as confident about her projects as she had been about some of the previous ones. Cassie swayed back and forth and stared at the two ladies in front of her. Then the judges and Ryan appeared, and things were about to get real very quickly.

      “Welcome to the finale, bakers. Congratulations to each of you. At the end of today, one of you will be taking home the title of this year’s best baker and the cash prize. For the first round, you will each need to create a showcase of mini treats, thirty-six to be exact. You will need to create three different types of bite-size edibles, savory or sweet, and have a dozen of each. Good luck to each of you. On your mark, get set, BAKE!” Ryan’s voice rose on the last word as if he was firing off the starting gun at the Olympics.

      Cassie immediately grabbed her mixer bowl and began measuring ingredients for a pastry crust. As soon as she had it all mixed up, she put it in the refrigerator to chill. She was in the middle of mixing up some cake batter when the judges approached. Without a pause, she shot them a smile. “Good morning, everyone.”

      “You look like you have already been hard at it, Cassie.” Amy let out a small laugh. “You have flour remnants over your face.”

      “Yeah, there was a bit of an unexpected explosion when I opened the flour canister. Who knows what happened. Too much pressure or something with the temperature, maybe. But, as soon as I took the lid off, it kind of exploded in the air like one of those gimmick toys. I thought I had gotten most of it off, but I am sure I have missed some spots. I can finish cleaning up later.”

      Griffin’s deep voice focused on Cassie again. “What are you making with all the flour, and what else are you doing?”

      “With the flour, I am making a vanilla sponge with fresh strawberries. Then I also have the dough chilling to make a spinach, bacon, and cheese tart, and the last thing I am making are smore’s truffles.”

      “Sounds like you have put a lot of thought into what you are preparing. I don’t know about Griffin, but I can’t wait to try it.”

      “It sounds like you have a lot of work to do. We will leave you.” Griffin smiled, and they walked off as Cassie turned to filling her cake pan with the batter and sliding it in the oven.

      About fifteen minutes later, Cassie was coming back to her station from using the bathroom, dang her bladder, when she noticed that Mercedes was walking a little too close to her station. All her witchy senses were alerted that something else was up. However, when Cassie arrived back to her station, nothing looked out of place, the refrigerator door was still shut all the way, and her dough was fine. Something still niggled at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was. She tried to push past it and work on mixing up and preparing her savory spinach tartelettes.

      Ten minutes before the time was due to go off on her sponge, Cassie felt the energy shift and knew what Mercedes had tampered with. Bending down, she opened the oven and pulled out her cake, and it was overcooked in some areas and underdone in others. She glanced at the temperature reading and noticed it had been jacked up. “Daughter of a Harlot!” Cassie wanted to go throttled the other woman, but she wasn’t about to get kicked off, having made it this far. She pulled the cake out, changed the temperature for the tarts, and dumped the screwed-up mess into the bin.

      Arabelle turned to look at her and raised an eyebrow. She was too far away to talk, really, and Cassie simply nodded and shot a quick glance over at Mercedes. Arabelle nodded once and returned back to making her own delectables. She had something chocolate in a bowl. That is all Cassie could see.

      As soon as the temperature evened out, she slid the tarts into the oven and began making her vanilla sponge again. She hoped she had enough time for it to cool before she had to spread the whipped cream layer on, or it would ooze all over the place. Once that was completed, she set a second timer and popped the cake in the oven.

      She moved on to making her truffles. She came up with the idea because of the bonfires she had been to and how much she enjoyed roasting marshmallows and catching them on fire. She was going to try and hit all the notes in one bite and raise the level up a bit. She remembered back to the first day when the judges enjoyed her cake she had added some cayenne to and decided to replicate that heat also with this chocolate.

      As soon as the timers went off, she got everything to cooling and kept moving along, sending positive thoughts up and out into the world. She took some time to make herself some calming tea. She wasn’t adding touches to the food with her magic, but she figured there wasn’t any harm in a little extra in a cup to keep her nerves less frayed.

      Her cake was a little too warm still, but thankfully it was decent, and the cream was mostly staying on the top and holding the strawberry in place. Time was called, and all work came to a halt. She watched as the other two women showed off what they made and when Mercedes presented a cake too, she understood why the woman messed with hers. It wasn’t the same flavor of cake or anything, so why it mattered, Cassie didn’t have a clue. She never comprehended what went on in the mind of Mercedes and gave up trying to work it out back when they were teenagers.

      When Cassie presented her bakes, she sat them all down and stepped back. Other than the one slight mishap, the rest of them looked pretty, at least. She prayed they tasted like they should too.

      “Tell us what you have made for us today, Cassie.”

      “I wanted to try and give you a balanced offering. There is a vanilla sponge with whipped topping and fresh strawberry slice, a smore’s truffle, and a spinach and feta tartelette.”

      Cassie waited, and they tasted the strawberry one first. She bit her lip, and when she tasted blood, she knew she had pushed down too hard.

      “Did you have trouble with the sponge? It appeared you had to redo it.” Griffin asked her.

      “I did. Something went wrong with the oven.” MERCEDES.

      “The crumb is good, and the size works. Other than the melting cream on top, it tastes great and is very light in the stomach.”

      “Thank you.”

      Amy picked up one of the truffles and bit into it. A little noise escaped, and Cassie held back her laugh, but a small smile crept across her face. “Cassie, this is delicious.”

      Ryan looked at her and laughed. “It sounded like it.”

      That caused everyone to join in and laugh.

      “Tell me about the smore’s one,” Griffin said before he took his own bite.

      “I had a friend once tell me that a perfect meal or bite would have something crunchy, something salty, something spicy, something sweet, and something savory. I thought I would attempt to do that for you with the truffle. I didn’t quite get the savory in there, but that is what the tart is for. The shell is a dark chocolate with a little sea salt on top -salty. Inside, you have some marshmallow that I added a little flame to smoke it up a bit - sweet, a chocolate and cayenne layer – spicy, and a graham cracker type base – crunchy.”

      “Seriously, this is delicious. I expect them to be a little sweeter, and this is, of course, but the crunch texture and that heat helps to cut through some of the sweetness.” Amy’s compliment made Cassie beam.

      “I still think it is a little sweet for my taste, but I agree that the different components work harmoniously together. Let’s try your spinach and feta tartelette.” Griffin popped it into his mouth and, when he finished chewing, grinned. “Now that I enjoyed and it was a nice bite after the truffle. Good job, Cassie.”

      “Thank you both.” Cassie grabbed her tray and went back to her station.

      They took a small break for lunch and allow time for the crew to clean up and prep for the next part of the competition. Arabelle grabbed her arm, and they went in search of food. As they ate, outside they could see preparations being made for the small party that would happen after the last round. They had started earlier today so they could finish earlier and have more time for celebrating. All the previous contestants were coming back with a few other people. Cassie wished her family could be there but knew she would be going to visit them for a week when she left in the morning.

      By the time the women had devoured their food and drinks, it was time to get back to the competition. Cassie was beginning to wish she hadn’t eaten anything with the way her stomach was, but knew she would need the energy to finish off the rest of the day. The most important round of this whole competition, and it was the one that Cassie had least practiced.

      For the last time, Ryan gave them their orders and counted them off. “Hello, bakers, and welcome to the last round of the competition. For your final bake, Amy and Griffin would like for you to create a three-tier wedding cake. Good luck, bakers, and for the last time, ready, set, BAKE!”

      All three of them were off and clanging their instruments. Cassie had thought of a couple of her friends that were going to get married and decided to make a cake for them. They were a very unique couple and like non-traditional things. With consideration to this, Cassie designed a kind of topsy turvy cake in that the base of the bottom layer and top of the top layer would be flat, but the other four planes would be angled. She would have to be very precise on her cuts with the middle and top layer, or else the cake would not stand straight and instead would slide and collapse.

      She already had the cakes in the oven when the judges showed up at her station. She, as Cassie assumed they all did, had lots of detailed work to be done and needed to save as much time as she could for that part. Cassie was beginning to mix up her buttercream frosting when Griffin spoke up.

      “Congratulations again on making it to the finale. Tell us, Cassie, what are you making for your wedding cake?”

      “I am doing a strawberries and champagne cake with champagne flavored buttercream. The top layer will also have a layer of fresh strawberries in the middle.”

      “Why not all the way through the whole cake?” Amy asked.

      “With the design of the cake, I didn’t want there to be any additional reason it could falter. It has slopes and don’t want a layer that could potentially add to the extra slippage.”

      “True. Do you think the subtle flavor of the champagne will be strong enough to come through?” Griffin questioned.

      “It should be there, and it complements the strawberry very nicely. Everyone who tasted it back home enjoyed it.”

      “We will leave you to it,” Amy said, and they walked off.

      As soon as they left, Cassie took one of the bottles to pop the cork to pour into her frosting. The moment the cork was out, all the champagne bubbled out, and while at first, she thought it was the normal amount, it soon became apparent that it, in fact, wasn’t. By the time it stopped, there wasn’t much left in the bottle. Cassie poured a small amount out and tasted it, and it was ruined. She grabbed the next bottle, and the exact same thing happened. By this time, Cassie had lost time she couldn’t afford. She sent a glare at Mercedes and began thinking of what she could do if the last bottle she had fizzled. About the time she was going to grab the bottle and try once more, Arabelle put a hand on her arm to stop her.

      “Let me do it. There is no rule stating I can’t open something for you. It might help.” The moment Arabelle touched the bottom and unwrapped it, there was this pop in the air, and not from the cork being released. They all looked around, but it didn’t appear anything was different. When the other woman uncorked the bottle, it acted normal, and Cassie let out a deep sigh of relief.

      “Thank you very much. I was at my wit's end and wasn’t sure what I was doing incorrectly.”

      “I am positive it wasn’t your fault. Now, we both need to get back to work.” Arabelle returned to her station and continued forth as her normal, composed, and calmed self.

      Cassie poured the alcohol into her frosting and tasted it before added a bit more. She was pleased with the results.

      The next several hours flew by as cakes were cooled, sculpted, iced, and wrapped in fondant if necessary. Cassie was handwriting on edible paper the word love, or I love you in various languages. That was going all around the top layer of her cake. The black wording showed up brilliantly against the pink background. The second layer was purple, and Cassie did a bunch of scrollwork in icing all over it. The bottom layer was blue, and she had cut out and attached stripes on the fondant resembling a tiger. Along the front of it on a white piece of fondant made to look like a ribbon were the words love is love. She was finishing up little touches but was happy with the result when time had expired.

      Once again, it was time for the judging. Mercedes was up first, and the judges complimented her on the design. When they cut into the cake, they said that the lemon and poppy seed cake was scrummy and the flavors went well together. The crumb of the sponge was good, and it was moist.

      Then it was time for Cassie to head up. Ryan helped her to carry hers like he helped Mercedes. No one wanted their cake to fall. Cassie sent up little prayers that Mercedes didn’t do anything because if she did, whether or not she could prove it, she would go off on the harlot. Thankfully, she managed to have the cake arrive in one piece.

      The judges looked at it, and Amy’s smile grew, and Griffin's eyebrows raised up a little, and he asked, “This is umm… interesting. What did you make for us, Cassie?”

      “It is in honor of my friend’s wedding. I wanted to do something to represent their personality and celebrate the love they have for one another. I believe people too often are judged on many aspects of their lives and told why they shouldn’t love another person, and I wanted a cake that represented that. You have different languages, sexuality, races, etc.… The cake itself is a strawberry and champagne flavored cake with champagne buttercream. I hope you enjoy it.”

      They cut a slice from the top and then forked a taste into their mouths. Amy spoke first. “It is delicious and so airy. I was expecting it to be denser than it was due to the design, but the piece is delightful. This had the strawberries in the middle, and that added to the intensity of the flavors.”

      “I was uncertain about if we would be able to taste the champagne, but I can. Well done,” Griffin complimented.

      Cassie would take the good remarks and celebrate. She was so excited to end on a high note. Once she returned, Arabelle was up, and wowzers did her cake look elegant and breathtaking. It was a black and white cake, and each layer was done differently. The top had a white background with a black ribbon and design work on it. The middle layer had a black quilted pattern with little white pearls at each intersection, and the bottom was completely covered in some of the best-piped flowers Cassie had ever seen. Not only that, but there were two delicate flowers on the top of the cake.

      The judges both were in awe of the design. Then they sliced into it, and Cassie wanted to cry almost at the ruination of the pretty work. She turned back in when Arabelle began describing her cake.

      “It is a chocolate and hazelnut cake with coffee-flavored icing. Everything is edible on it. The toppers are dark chocolate and white chocolate.”

      Amy went first, stating, “This is marvelous, Arabelle. I am impressed with the amount of work you completed in the time frame. As usual, you have outdone yourself. The chocolate and hazelnut work well together, and this is one of the best tasting cakes I have had.”

      “I agree. This sponge is perfectly baked, and while I don’t think the coffee was necessary, it doesn’t distract from the rest.” Griffin praised.

      Cassie was so excited for her friend. They were then dismissed, and they all got to haul their cakes outside to awaiting friends and family. Daisy and the rest of the gang were all there, and as soon as they had set their cakes down, both Cassie and Arabelle were enveloped in lots of hugs and joyous celebration and seeing each other again.

      Daisy, of course, couldn’t sit down and bounced everywhere. Cassie warned her. “You lass, are not allowed to have any of Arabelle’s cake. It has coffee in it, and that is the last thing you need. Actually why don’t you try a bit? It would be a shame for you to not have a bite of the perfect cake, as Griffin stated.” If Cassie’s beliefs were true, then the caffeine in the coffee would actually act opposite for Daisy than it did for most people.

      Kevin stepped up to her side with a plate in his hand and a slice of both of the cakes on it. “Are you sure that is wise? I don’t think she should be allowed anywhere near caffeine with her hyperness.”

      “It will be a small piece. Besides, for some people, chocolate has a calming effect on them and not an energizing one. Maybe we will get lucky, and our mate there will be one of them.”

      Sure enough, about 10 minutes after Daisy had polished off her second slice of Arabelle’s cake, the female’s energy level was lowered a couple of degrees. She was still excited and hyper, but she matched the level of the rest of them.

      Kevin nudged her in the shoulder with his. “By the way, congratulations on making it to the finals. I am proud of both you and Arabelle. No matter who wins, you have done marvelously. Also, that cake is scrumptious, and your friends should hire you to make the exact one for their wedding.”

      “They already did when I made them taste tested it, but thank you.” Cassie laughed as Jay and Daisy were doing a dance in the middle of the grass.

      After about an hour, the three contestants were called up to the front, and the mood shifted from a more playful celebration of they all survived to one full of anticipation and nervousness. Cassie and Arabelle squeezed each other’s hands as they waited in front of everyone and across from the judges and Ryan.

      Ryan had no problem projecting his voice for everyone to hear him. “Welcome everyone, and congratulations once more to the final three. They worked very hard to get to this point, and the last two challenges were not any easier. Each of you should be proud of the work you put out.”

      Cassie wanted to run up and grab Ryan by the collar and demand he tell them already.

      “And the winner of the bake-off is…” Ryan paused as all the attention was pinpointed on his next words. Cassie squeezed Arabelle’s hand next to her so hard she thought she might have broken a few of her friend’s fingers. “Arabelle Williams!”

      Screams and congratulations erupted all around, and Cassie never thought it was possible, but she felt so elated at her friend winning and a great sense of disappointment that she had not somehow pulled it off. She pushed that to the side as she was truly ecstatic for the other woman. Cassie wrapped Arabelle up in a tight hug as the woman stood there, shocked. “Congratulations! I knew you had this. I am so very proud of you.”

      Suddenly everyone was around them all, and Arabelle was passed around like a newborn family member from person to person, offering hugs and words of praise. True to her form, Daisy jumped up and down like a little Tigger amongst all the rest of their friends.

      Cassie stood back and smiled, so happy that Mercedes's attempts had been thwarted, and she hadn’t pulled off the win by deception. Speaking of the other woman, Cassie looked around for her, not trusting the woman at all even now that the judging and competition had ended. Cassie’s eyes landed on the outskirts of the crowd where Mercedes stood with arms crossed, eyes narrowed, nose flared, and mouth pinched. Cassie could tell her aura was building up, and she was about to erupt.

      Telling Kevin next to her she would be right back, Cassie slipped away and approached the spitfire in an attempt to prevent any other revelations or eruptions. With hands raised up and out slightly in a universal sign of peace, Cassie took a slow deep breath and then spoke. “Mercedes, it is done, and you really need to let it go. You had no right to do everything you did during the competition, and Arabelle won fairly. She is the best baker out of all of us. Please don’t do anything else because you know your Aunt Jane wouldn’t want you to behave in this manner.”

      “Will you leave her out of this? I deserve to win. Besides, what would you know about baking? You are too busy eating all the time.” Mercedes snarled the words out at Cassie while shooting a glare of disgust at her.

      “Exactly, I like to eat my bakes, so I know what tastes good and doesn’t. I bring up your Aunt Jane all the time because she is one of the few people you respect. Now, please, let it go, and let’s finish up and go back to our separate lives.”

      “You think you are so much better than me.” The more Mercedes talked, the closer she got to Cassie. She even leaned down some to get into Cassie’s face, closing the height difference between the two of them. “Miss high and mighty, always happy, always right, little miss sunshine. You know what you are? You are a fat witch who makes people feel sorry for you, so they will spend time with you because no one would otherwise. Let’s not even talk about your fashion sense or your family. I bet your family wishes they could have tossed you back into the sea. Would have improved the rest of your siblings’ reputations growing up although with some of their names…”

      Cassie had enough, it was one thing for Mercedes to insult her as she was used to it, but her family was off-limits. Before she even thought about it, Cassie’s arm reared back and released, only stopping when it connected with Mercedes's eye. “You are not allowed to talk about my family.” Suddenly, Cassie realized the silence all around her and felt mortified at allowing her emotions to get the best of her. Before she could escape in embarrassment, she heard a slow clap. Another joined and then a third. Before she knew it, it was thunderous behind her. Cassie turned and saw all the competitors and part of the crew cheering and whistling. All that did was cause her cheeks to flush. If she was cool, she would have bowed, but she wasn’t.

      Daisy ran over to her and practically attacked her in a hug exclaiming, “That was the best thing ever! Well done, mate.”

      A few of the others came over, including Arabelle, who linked an arm with hers. “Very proud of you, Cassie. She has been a thorn in all of our sides, but yours even more. I have a proposition for you. Let’s talk later.”

      They returned to the rest of the group and finished filming the end parts. Cassie hoped that none of her altercation with Mercedes was caught on camera. Later as they were all sitting around the Purple Lizard pub drinking, celebrating Arabelle’s win, and exchanging tales, the comment from earlier reared up in Cassie’s head.

      “Arabelle, what did you mean you had a proposition for me?”

      “Ahh, yes, dear. How would you like to open up a bakery together? I am interested in a change of scenery, and your area sounds like the perfect place. I think we would make a dynamic baking team.”

      Cassie’s eyes grew large, and her mouth fell open in shock. Kevin leaned over and pushed up her chin. “Don’t need flies getting into your mouth. You might want to answer our girl there.”

      A nod was all she could do for a moment, and then Jay was standing up and shouting, “Next round is on me!”

      Leaning closer so Arabelle could hear her, Cassie asked, “Are you sure? I don’t have much to put into the business.” Plus, she knew this meant she needed to share her secret. “Also, I need to reveal something that might change your mind.”

      “We can work all of that out later. We have time. There isn’t anything you can say that will sway me. After all, you could have used your ability to boost your bakes along the way, and you didn’t. You have a good heart, Cassie. I think things will be great.”

      With those words, Cassie knew that somehow Arabelle had the knowledge she was a witch, and it looked like she was getting her bakery in the end. With that, any sadness over losing the competition she still had melted away, and she started dreaming about her future bakery.
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      Having the college football team in the diner, celebrating after a win, is not my idea of fun. For one thing, they always leave the place in a mess and, for another, the fever that grips this town during football season makes me feel like an outsider. I am one, of course, since I moved to the quaint little town of Wellsfield, from an even quainter town in Scotland, to complete my doctorate here. But, I'm never more acutely aware of being different than when the players and their entourage troop in for burgers after a game.

      I mean, don't get me wrong. I'm happy the Wellsfield Wolves are killing it this season. It's good for campus morale, and my doctoral supervisor is definitely more approachable after each win. But, it's like everyone around me is speaking a foreign language. Try as I might, I just can't get my head around the game. It makes me yearn for home, where I may not follow sports, but at least I'm in good company.

      By the time the clock hits ten thirty, and the last remaining stragglers leave for McAffrey's Irish pub, just down the block, I am officially at my limit as far as football is concerned. If I had to listen to the cheerleaders yelling 'Go Wolves!' one more time, I'd have snapped.

      I'm being super-grouchy, I know, but I've been here since first thing this morning. In need of extra cash to make rent this month, I pulled a double shift, and my feet are aching. Waitressing might seem a simple job, but running around to keep hungry customers satisfied is harder than it looks.

      "You need me to stay?" Kendra asks, as I survey the devastation before me.

      She doesn't want me to say yes. All week, she's been bitching about the paper she has to turn in next Tuesday. The fact I also have deadlines to meet doesn't even occur to her. Don't get me wrong, she's a nice enough girl, but she's sort of self-centered. She's a pretty blonde, with blue eyes and huge boobs, who's totally used to people dancing attendance on her. She expects me to do the same. I should insist she pull her weight, for once, but I can't be bothered listening to her whine for the next hour, so I shake my head. "No, you get off home. I can handle this."

      "Thanks, Addie, you're the best."

      "Yes, I am," I mutter under my breath, and not least because I don't punch her in the face for calling me Addie, when I've repeatedly asked her not to. She whips her apron off and runs to grab her things from the break room, before I can change my mind.

      A moment later, as I'm closing off the register, she emerges from the back and heads for the door. "Don't work too late," she says cheerily, as she leaves.

      "Don't step in front of a bus on the way home," I sing out as the door closes behind her. I quickly retract my words. In my other life, the one before I came here, I witnessed throwaway comments becoming a reality all too often. Words have consequences so, just to be sure mine won't hurt my coworker, I recite a very quick call for protection. "Goddess Hecate, hear my plea. Grant Kendra Jackson safe passage to her home." There. It may, or may not work, but at least I can absolve myself of blame if she does happen to meet with an unfortunate accident.

      A group of rowdy frat boys startles me as they pass the window, reminding me I need to lock the door. It wouldn't be the first time I had students wandering in after hours, trying to persuade me to fire up the grill for them. Our cook, Danny, went home already. His aunt, Sally, owns this place and lets him do whatever he likes. It's usually fine. We stop serving hot food at nine, and desserts are easy enough to plate up.

      Being alone in the diner after dark doesn't worry me, but I don't want to invite trouble, so I go to slide the bolts across the door and switch the sign from Open to Closed. Then I survey the chaos once more, before making a start on clearing the tables. As I pick up a pile of dirty plates and carry them to the kitchen, I can't help but sigh. A simple restoration spell would have this place cleaned up in thirty seconds, but I can't risk casting one. Any use of magic would create an atmospheric ripple around me, and that might alert my family's enemies to my whereabouts. My sisters and I have scattered across the globe, trying to evade the men who're hunting us. We're all using different surnames, living under the radar. I can't put us all in danger just because I don't feel like cleaning up.

      Despite my initial reluctance, it ends up taking me less time than expected to get the job done. It's just after midnight when I finish. The place is spotless and ready for tomorrow's breakfast rush which, thankfully, I will not be covering.

      Grabbing my coat and backpack, I head out into the chilly October night. My breath shows on the air, making me smile. The climate here is one of the reasons I chose Wellsfield for my studies. With its warm summers and cold winters, It reminds me of Scotland. I have to admit, the homesickness is starting to get to me. Samhain is fast approaching, and that makes me miss my sisters more than ever. We usually celebrate together, performing cleansing rituals to banish any negative energy from the previous year, and blessings to usher in a period of good fortune.

      As I cross the street, an uncomfortable prickle dances down my spine. I feel like I'm being watched. Looking around, I can't see anyone but that doesn't mean they're not there. I quicken my pace as I head for home. When I reach my street, I see a man up ahead. My heart skips a beat, but my nerves are calmed when he gets closer and I see it's Donnie, one of the patrol officers with campus security.

      "Hey, Adaline," he says as he gets closer. "Late shift?"

      Donnie is a regular at the diner. He's a nice guy, in his early thirties, with a husband and two kids.

      "Yeah. The Wolves were in tonight, celebrating their win."

      Anxiety grabs hold of my shoulder and gives them a shake. I glance back, sure I'll see someone there but, no, nothing.

      "You okay? You look a bit spooked."

      "No, I'm fine, Donnie. Just got a weird feeling, you know, like someone’s following me."

      He looks along the street behind me, his pale blue eyes narrowing as he scans for signs of anything out of the ordinary. "I don't see anyone."

      That's pretty much what I expected him to say. "Ugh, I'm probably just tired."

      Donnie gives me a look of concern. "You want me to walk you home?"

      "No, I'll be alright." My house is only a hundred yards away. "I just let my imagination run away with me."

      "Well, okay." He reaches out and pats my arm reassuringly. "If you need anything, just call."

      "Thanks, Donnie."

      Although I tell myself there's nothing to worry about, I quicken my pace as I head for the house. I'm just getting jittery because Samhain is approaching. I always experience a heightened awareness at the time of year, when it draws closer to the night when the supernatural and human worlds become more closely aligned. It's like I told Donnie. My imagination going into overdrive, that's all.

      Still, when I get into the house, I'm quick to lock the door behind me. Now I'm on edge, it will take a while for me to calm down. I hang my coat on the peg and head directly upstairs to my bedroom. With two spare rooms, the house is actually a bit big for my needs, but I was lucky to find somewhere to rent, right on campus, and only a five-minute walk from the diner. The monthly rental is more than I really want to pay, but it's worth it for the privacy having a place of my own affords. While I'm friendly with a lot of people, I try to keep them at arm's length. Carrying the secrets I do, it's not a good idea to form close friendships.

      My bedroom overlooks Stanley Park, named after one of the founders of the university. It's a nice place to sit and read a book in the nicer weather. I jog there sometimes, when the urge to work out seizes me. There's a patch of woodland stretching out along the eastern edge of the park, down to the river a mile or so from my back door. Now that it's fall and the leaves have turned a deep russet shade, it's so pretty to look at. This truly is my favorite time of year.

      As I cross the darkened room to close the drapes, I spot movement out by the trees. A frisson of fear raises goosebumps on my arms. Was I right about someone watching me? The woods would give them perfect cover? I lean in closer to the window and peer out into the night. There is something there. It takes me a moment to work out exactly what I'm seeing. A relieved laugh bursts out of me as I realize it's just a couple making out. It's not an unusual sight in this part of the park, which is right on the route from the bars to the student dorms. This wouldn't be the first couple to decide they can't wait for the comfort of a warm bed.

      Silently scolding myself for being so jumpy, I shut the drapes and go get ready for bed.
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      A long, dark corridor stretches out in front of me, lit only by flickering candles. There's cold stone beneath my feet, and a draft creeps along the corridor, chilling me to the bone. A large wooden door sits at the end of the passageway. Though fear grips me, I'm compelled to walk towards it. My feet move of their own accord, taking me ever closer to a place I know I don't want to go. My heart pounds furiously, and my hand trembles, as I reach for the handle of the door. As much as I want to turn and run, something won't let me.

      I push open the door and enter a large room. The walls are wood-paneled and dozens of candles cast circles of light over the room. Against the far wall is a four-poster bed, surrounded by heavy red drapes. It's like something out of an old gothic horror. At first, I don't see her, because of the way the curtains fall but, as I take a few steps forwards, I spot someone lying on the bed, on top of the covers. Even from across the room, I can see how thin and frail she is in a virginal white nightgown.

      When I reach the side of the bed, I find an incredibly pretty girl lying there, her blonde hair fanned out across the pillow. Her pale pink lips form a smile and her blue eyes glisten. I feel an instant connection to her. She opens her mouth to speak and I fall back in horror as maggots pour out. The putrid smell of rotting flesh fills the air and, as her hand reaches out to me, her grotesquely decaying skin makes me retch. She starts to rise from the bed. Horrified at the insects crawling over every inch of her, I stumble backwards, running into a solid wall of muscle. Whoever is behind me grabs my arms, holding me still as the girl stumbles towards me. I turn to look at whoever's holding me, to plead for them to let me go and.....argh! I wake, just before I reach the punchline. I don't see his face.

      Some dreams are just regurgitations of day-to-day experience, or manifestations of deep-rooted hopes and fears. This felt more like a premonition. I'm not the psychic in the family but I do, sometimes, get a strong sense of what's about to happen. I doubt I'll run into a girl covered in bugs and stinking of death anytime soon, but that was a message about the future. I'm sure of it.

      Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I get out of bed and go for a quick shower. I'm not at the diner today, or tomorrow, and it's closed on Sundays, so I've got three free days ahead of me. Well, when I say free, they're not exactly going to be spent in pursuit of leisure. I've got laundry to do, work to catch up on. I'll need to put a load on to wash before I head to the library.

      When I'm finished in the shower, I emerge smelling of lemon from my soap and bergamot from my shampoo. It's refreshing to feel sparkly clean after such a tense dream. I wrap a towel around myself and head down to the kitchen, where I switch on the coffee maker and pop some bread in the toaster. Then I throw a load of washing in the machine and set it on a quick wash cycle.

      When it's ready, I butter my toast and pour myself a cup of coffee. Just as I'm about to sit down at the round wooden table for two that's never been used by anyone but me, someone knocks at the front door. Checking my towel is firmly in place, I go to answer it.

      "Hey Ms. Swann," Gus, from the delivery company says. "Parcel for you."

      Although it's been more than a year since I first started using that name, I still have to work not to react to it. I've never got used to being anyone other than Adaline Rooke. Composing myself is harder when I see the writing on the carefully wrapped package, that tells me it's from my sister, Cass, back in Scotland. As the oldest and most powerful of us, she stayed close to home, to keep watch over our ailing grandmother, who refused to leave.

      Cass sends me food parcels with my favorite treats from home, whenever she thinks it's safe. She can't imagine how I'm surviving on American food. Little does she know, I've become completely addicted to Ding Dongs in all their various forms.

      "Thanks, Gus," I say, as I take the package from him.

      He doesn't loiter to make conversation like he usually does, probably because I'm not dressed yet. I wave as he walks off down the path and close the door. Popping the package down on the table in my cozy little living room, I go and get dressed. The library will be open soon and I want to get my favorite spot, in the corner at the back, where I can study the old manuscripts and town records in peace.

      I throw on what's become my uniform of blue jeans and white shirt. It's a non-descript outfit, designed to help me blend in. Back home, before we all had to go into hiding, my style as more flamboyant. I loved an ultra-feminine look, with gorgeous fit and flare dresses, and kitten-heeled shoes. Where, now, I tie my flame red hair back in a ponytail to minimize its visual impact, I used to let it flow over my shoulders in unruly waves. The only nod to my personal style I allow comes in the form of the floral sneakers I put on.

      Grabbing my backpack and a coat, in case the sunny morning gives way to rain later, I head to the library. It's only a ten-minute walk away, another reason why I love where I live. The library is housed in a beautiful neoclassical building, now overshadowed by the nineteen-sixties monstrosity where the Faculty of Life Sciences is based. It's the one incongruous feature on the campus, donated by some rich millionaire, hoping to fund a cure for cancer. His cause was noble, if ultimately unsuccessful in saving his life, but I still can't forgive his insistence that the university construct that hideous monument to his ego in such a prominent location.

      Apart from the librarian and her three assistants, I'm the first person through the doors this morning. Lydia, who often helps me find papers in the archives, nods to me as I make a beeline for my preferred spot, near to the archive rooms. While the front section of the library has been modernized, with computer stations, it's more old school back here. There's a fabulous smell in the air of slightly musty books. If knowledge had an aroma, this would be it.

      I get my laptop out of my backpack and switch it on, groaning as it launches into a software update I didn't ask for. Leaving it to do its thing, I go to get some books I was reading the last time I was here, from the shelf. I was fascinated by a rare eyewitness account of a witch trial in Hartford. Researching witchcraft in New England might be a bit clichéd considering my own heritage, but I've always been fascinated by what the women who came before me endured.

      I've barely settled with my papers, when a shadow falls across the desk. Irritated, I look up, intent on scolding whoever's disturbing my peace, and find myself suddenly lost for words. The man who stands over me is simply stunning. With baby blond hair, sharp blue eyes and the muscular build of someone who takes excellent care of his body, this twenty-something Adonis in blue jeans and black sweater -- I'm betting it's cashmere -- exudes the sort of arrogance that comes from growing up with a shitload of money.

      "Miss Rooke." He greets me using my real name and I freeze.

      "Uh, no, sorry," I say when I recover my voice. "I'm Adaline Swann."

      My heart pounds and my cheeks heat under his scrutiny.

      "Rooke, Swann, whatever," he says dismissively, as he drops onto the seat across from me. "I need help."

      "Then ask a librarian," I hiss. "I don't work here."

      "I know you don't, Ms....." He pauses, pursing his lips as he considers, no doubt, whether to go along with my pretense over my identity. Because, one thing's for sure, he knows who I am and is aware I just lied to him. The suspicious glint in his eye gives it away. "Adaline. I know all about who you are, and what you're doing here."

      I clasp my hands on my lap, to stop them shaking. "Who are you?"

      "Someone who needs your help. I promise, I don't want to hurt you."

      Something about him announcing he has no wish to hurt me makes me even more anxious. Why would he need to say that if hurting me wasn't a possibility? "I just need to talk to you about a hex."

      He says that rather too loudly for comfort. You never know who's listening and libraries are quiet places, so his voice will have traveled.

      "Look, I may study witchcraft, but that doesn't make me an expert on hexes."

      "Oh, I think you know all about this one." His cocky tone puts me on high alert. "It was your ancestors who placed it, after all."

      "I have no idea what you're talking about." I'm not lying. I really don't know what he's referring to. "And I have no intention of discussing this right now. I have work to do."

      "Okay, so meet me for lunch, and we'll talk then."

      "No, I....."

      Whatever excuse I was going to give doesn't have a chance to make it from my lips as he interrupts. "One o'clock at Cellini's. On me."

      Oh, this man knows how to tempt a girl. Since I arrived in Wellsfield, I must have walked past Cellini's a hundred times, and the delicious aromas coming from the restaurant always make me salivate. It's not the sort of place I can afford to eat at. I've looked up their menu online. You can't get an appetizer for less than twenty-five dollars. The mercenary side of me wants to go to lunch with him, just for the fancy meal, but I find myself shaking me head. "I can't."

      "You can." He gets to his feet. "In fact, I insist on it."

      "I...I don't even know who you are."

      "Nate Stearne." My eyes widen when I hear his name, but he doesn't give me a chance to ask him any more questions. "Do not make me come looking for you, Adaline. The consequences will not be pleasant."

      As he walks off, my skin tingles. Who'd have thought I would be turned on by the dominant type? My body is definitely interested in him, even if my mind is warning me of danger. When he disappears from sight, I turn to my laptop, which has, thankfully, finished updating, so I can look him up. Surely, it's coincidence he shares a surname with one of England's most puritanical seventeenth century witch finders, a contemporary of the better-known Matthew Hopkins.

      The first result that comes up is for Manningtree Investments. Already, I'm starting to feel uneasy. Manningtree was the town in England where John Stearne and Matthew Hopkins first met. I click on the link and read up on the CEO, one Jonathan Stearne. He looks like a slightly older version of Nate, so I have to conclude this is his father. His bio mentions his family's strong ties to the Wellsfield area and, also that his ancestors moved here from Suffolk, England. It could be a pure fluke that Nate's family is from the same part of the world as the witch finder, but I doubt it. Nate knew who I was. Could he and his father be involved with the people who're hunting me and my sisters? If he is, I should run right now.

      For some reason, I don't think I have to fear Nate. He approached me in broad daylight, in a public place, after all. If he'd meant me harm, he could have cornered me somewhere when I was alone. I decide to take a chance and meet him for lunch. I want to know more about this hex he spoke of. Hopefully, my curiosity will not be my undoing.
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      I get to Cellini's five minutes early and find Nate waiting for me on the sidewalk. "You came." He sounds surprised, but I don't know why. The way he worded the invitation didn't leave much room for refusal. "Thank you."

      Now, that, I didn't expect. I incline my head in acknowledgment as he pulls the door open for me. I step inside, to be greeted by a horrified glare from the hostess. Clearly, she thinks I've wandered into the wrong place. I guess I am under dressed. I thought this place would be more casual at lunchtime, but all I see are men in business suits and women in dresses that cost more than I earn in a month. She looks me up and down as though I'm something unpleasant she stepped in. I did think about running home to change before meeting Nate, and now I'm wishing I had. The bleach-blonde hostess opens her mouth, probably to tell me to get the hell out, when her eyes lift to Nate, behind me. Suddenly, she's all smiles. "Oh, Mr. Stearne. Your table is ready. Please, follow me."

      Jeans, it seems, are acceptable attire if they're modeled by one of the town's elite. Nate puts his hand at the small of my back as we wind our way through the restaurant. I don't know if he's been chivalrous because he knows I'm out of place here and is trying to make me feel better, or if he's stopping me running away. Whichever it is, I like him touching me a lot more than I should. It gives me the warm fuzzies inside.

      When we arrive at our table, tucked away at the back of the restaurant, where we'll have some degree of privacy, Nate pulls my chair out for me. We sit and peruse the menus while a waiter hurries over with a bottle of mineral water and pours us a couple of glasses. It's a nice touch, just what I expected from such a classy restaurant. The décor is beautiful, with wooden tables and chairs and walls decorated with what may well be hand-painted frescos. Everything about it oozes elegance and charm. Further signifying the exclusivity of this place, the menu is all in Italian.

      "Do you need me to order for you?" Nate clearly sees me squinting as I try to decipher the floral script the menu is written in.

      "No, I've got this." I know enough to work out what I want to eat.

      "You speak Italian?"

      "A bit. I've been to Florence and Rome."

      "Really?" Should I be insulted that he sounds so surprised I've visited those centers of culture? "Me too. It's a beautiful country."

      "It is." I look up as a waiter approaches to take our order.

      I opt for a lamb and polenta dish, and Nate chooses the veal. He also orders a bottle of wine. "You are over twenty-one, aren't you?"

      "I thought you knew everything about me." My reply is sassy.

      "I was just double-checking. Wouldn't want to be accused of supplying alcohol to a minor."

      "Well, I'm safely over twenty-one," I confirm, "but I won't be drinking."

      I need to get back to the library after this and, besides, I need to keep a clear head around this guy.

      "One glass won't hurt," he says, and then, seeming to realize it's a bit suspect to be pushing alcohol on me, adds, "but I won't press you."

      At that moment, the waiter arrives with the wine. He pours some into Nate's glass for him to taste. Nate makes a big show of taking in the scent of the wine, wafting it towards his nostrils. It's a bit pretentious, but I get the feeling, from the smirk on his lips, that he's playing to his audience. He then takes a sip of the wine and swirls it around his mouth, before swallowing. He nods, and the waiter pours him a full glass. If it was me, I'd just have accepted the wine, no matter what. I don't know the difference between a claret and a sauvignon blanc, apart from one being red and the other white. Before I have the chance to object, the waiter fills my glass as well.

      "Here's to co-operation," Nate says, as the waiter scurries off. I can't help rolling my eyes. If ever there was an unsubtle hint for me to help him with whatever hex he's worried about, that was it. I raise my glass and take an unladylike gulp of the wine. It's good, a full-bodied red with a nice, fruity aftertaste. "But first, let's get to know each other a little better."

      I'm tempted to refer him, once more, to his earlier comment that he knows everything about me, but I decide against being snippy, and use this opportunity to find out something about him. "Okay, so tell me about you, Nate. You don't go to school here, do you?"

      "I did. Graduated three years ago, first in my class."

      I might have guessed that. He's got a certain air about him, like he'd be an effortless over-achiever. "Let me guess, something in business management, with a side of political science."

      Nate shakes his head. "Visual Arts with Communication. I have a Masters."

      "Oh, I thought, for sure, it would be something to do with money."

      "No." Nate takes another sip of wine as the waiter arrives with our entrees. The entire kitchen must have dropped everything else to get our food out this fast. "My family's rich enough. I can afford to indulge my passions."

      "How nice for you." I try, and fail, to keep the bitterness from my voice. I have to work damned hard to be able to study a subject that interests me. I cut into my lamb and pop a sliver into my mouth, along with a little of the sauce. Instantly, my mood is lifted. "Oh, this is so good."

      "Glad you like it."

      For the next few minutes, we both focus on our food, falling into a comfortable silence. I take the opportunity to study Nate a little more closely. He really is pretty, in a manly kind of way, with high cheekbones and an almost too-perfect nose. There's a strand of his hair that has a mind of its own. It keeps flopping down over his eyes. He's got a thin, silvery scar just above his right eyebrow.

      "You fell off a skateboard," I say, the thought coming to me from out of nowhere, "when you were eight."

      "How did you...? Ah, is that your special ability? You see things from the past?"

      "No, well, sometimes, I guess. I can't make it happen, though."

      "What other abilities do you have?"

      "Well, my dreams sometimes give me hints about what's to come and I'm not bad at mixing lotions and potions."

      Nate puts his knife and fork down, to give me his full attention. "That's impressive."

      "Not really. My other sisters are more powerful."

      "But you're the second oldest, right? Shouldn't that make you stronger?"

      "It doesn't work that way. My youngest sister is probably the most powerful. She's amazing at telekinesis."

      As soon as I reveal that to Nate, I wonder if I made a mistake. I barely know the guy, yet I've basically confirmed to him I am a witch and revealed details about Matty. Although my gut tells me to trust him, it wouldn't be the first time I was wrong about a person.

      "You're also the academic one, aren't you?" Nate asks. "You're good with books and research."

      "I guess." I'm being modest. I'm shit hot at finding information, and I am the most knowledgeable one in my family, when it comes to our history and traditions. Talking about myself has always made me uncomfortable, though. "Now, do you want to tell me why you came looking for me?"

      "I need your help to lift a hex, a particularly nasty one."

      "Hmm, I don't know." Lifting a hex isn't easy and tapping into the sort of magic required would make me vulnerable to discovery by the men who're searching for me and my sisters. "Can you tell me more about it?"

      Nate takes a deep breath. "It affects the first girl born into each new generation of my family line. They're cursed to die on the All Hallows Eve before their sixteenth birthday."

      "Oh." I've no idea what else to say. Most hexes I've encountered involve giving people nasty spot before a first date, or making them embarrass themselves in some way. Cursing people to die is pretty extreme.

      "My sister is the first girl born into my family in four generations," Nate explains. "She turns sixteen on November 4th."

      I can see why he's worried. "You know, most hexes come to nothing."

      "She's sick," Nate says. He takes a large gulp of wine, as though fortifying himself and then tops up his glass. "For the last three weeks, she's been confined to her bed. She's wasting away before our eyes."

      shit. Suddenly, last night's dream makes sense. It must be related to Nate's sister. "Has she seen a doctor?"

      Nate gives me an of course she fucking has look. "Every specialist in the country. They're all at a loss. We've been told to make her comfortable and prepare for the worst."

      My heart goes out to Nathan as his blue eyes glisten with unshed tears. If it was one of my sisters slowly fading in front of me, I'd be at my wit's end. "Have you considered it might be...." I wave at my head, as I try to remember the word I'm looking for.

      "Psychosomatic?" Nate fills in the blank for me. "No. Katie doesn't know about the hex."

      "Are you sure about that? We can't keep a secret in my family."

      "I'm sure. We've known about the hex for years, but we didn't say a word to Katie. To be honest, we thought it was bullshit until she started to get sick."

      I scrub a hand over my face. "And you said one of my ancestors is responsible?"

      "Three of them, in fact. Sarah, Margaret and Margery Rooke cursed my family back in 1605, shortly before they were hanged."

      "1605? That's before John Stearne's time."

      "John Stearne is the name people know, but he was just one of the witch finders in my family. The man they cursed was Tobias Stearne, a cousin of his. He was the founder of the Order of Iacobus Rex."

      "The Order of King James?" I screw my nose up. "I've never heard of them."

      Nate snorts. "You should have. They're the reason you and your sisters are in hiding. Their sole purpose is to find witches and exterminate them."

      My blood chills. Having a name for the people who've made it their mission to hunt us down somehow makes the danger more real. My eyes narrow as something occurs to me. "How did you find me?"

      "My family have been witch finders since the seventeenth century. I could smell you a mile away. I was planning to head to Scotland to track down your older sister and ask her for help. Imagine my surprise when I walked past Sally's and spotted a Red Rooke through the window."

      Of its own volition, my hand goes to my flame-red hair. The women in our family have always fallen into two camps, the Red Rookes and the Black Rookes. My sister, Matty, is unique in that she's a blonde Rooke. Those of us with red hair tend to be more emotional, intuitive, while our raven-haired sisters manifest their abilities in a more physical way. My sister Cass, for example, is a mean kick boxer.

      "It is quite a coincidence me ending up here." I unintentionally voice the thought out loud.

      "Some might call it fate." A sudden heat flares in his eyes as Nate reaches across the table and grabs my hand. He rubs his thumb across the back of it, caressing me in a manner that feels a bit too intimate. It's not just my magical powers he wants. He's into me as well. Liking his touch a bit too much, I pull my hand away.

      "Fate!" I scoff and Nate smiles.

      "So can you help me? Help Katie?"

      I shake my head. I'm afraid to cast a cleaning spell which would cause only a tiny ripple. Using magic of the magnitude required to lift that sort of hex would cause a shock wave through the psychic plains. There is no way that would go unnoticed.

      "If it was just me that would put in danger, I might risk it, but....."

      "That powerful a spell risks your sisters as well," Nate concludes.

      "Yes. We're all connected, you see, by an unbreakable bond. I can't do something so huge without exposing them too."

      "Okay, I get it. You'd do anything for your sisters, just like I'll do whatever it takes to get Katie back." He runs his fingers through his hair, messing it up in a way that looks really cute. "You know, we could offer you protection. My father's a wealthy man, influential."

      "Yes, but I don't, uh...."

      "You don't trust me." Once again, Nate seems to get what I want to say before I can articulate the thought.

      "Well, you've just told me you're from a notorious family of witch finders and that your ancestor started some secret society that wants me dead."

      "I know it looks bad, and I suppose, in the interests of full disclosure, my uncle now heads the Order."

      "What?"

      "My uncle Marcus runs the Order of Iacobus Rex." Nate grimaces. "But my father and I have nothing to do with him."

      "R....right." This just gets better and better.

      "Look, Adaline, you have nothing to fear from us. Come and meet my father. See Katie for yourself. Then you can decide if you'll help us."

      "No, sorry, Nate, I can't." There's just too much risk involved. I get up, leaving a large part of my meal untouched. "I'll offer up a blessing for your sister, but that's as much as I can do."

      Before he can argue, and without looking at his face in case I find disappointment there, I turn and flee.
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      By the time I get back to the library, my head is splitting. Guilt eats away at me, as I think about Nate's sister and the possibility my ancestors are responsible for her illness. If a young girl dies, when I might have been able to save her, I will never forgive myself. I realize, though, that I'm taking a lot on face value. I only have Nate's word for it that his sister is ill, or that he even has a sister. The whole thing might have been a trap, to lure me to his house to...to what? I dismiss the thought immediately. If he wanted to do something sinister to me, he could have snatched me off the street.

      "Hey, Lydia," I say, as I approach the counter. "Can I get my laptop back?"

      I left it with her for safekeeping, when I went for lunch. She bends to retrieve it from under the desk and passes it to me. She was kind enough to let me leave my papers and books strewn across the table I was sitting at, so I know it will all still be there for me. "Are you okay, Adaline?" Lydia looks at me with concern. She's probably only a year or two older than me, but she has a maternal quality about her, like she wants to take care of everyone. "You don't look so good."

      "Oh, it's just a headache."

      "You want some Advil?"

      "Uh, no, I'll tough it out." I hate taking painkillers. The headache might make my brain fuzzy but any sort of medication tends to knock me sideways.

      Lydia reaches across the counter and pats my hand. Like I said, she's motherly. "Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me."

      "Yes, thanks, Lydia." I head back to my table and open up my laptop. Really, I should get on with some work, since I have a progress meeting with Professor Jolly (the most inappropriately-named man in history) next week. Instead, I decide to do a little investigating. I want to know more about Nate's sister, so I start with her social media accounts. As I expected, her profile picture reveals a stunning girl, with flowing blonde hair and the same azure shade of eyes as her brother. It's interesting. She was really active online until about a month ago. Then, her posts became more sporadic. Where she has shared pictures of herself, she looks pale and thin. Whether under a hex, or not, this is definitely a sick girl.

      I look up Nate and find -- next to nothing. There are a few mentions in local papers about sporting achievements, and he's in other people's social media posts, but he doesn't seem to have his own accounts. That strikes me as odd, but perhaps he's just a really private person. I don't have an online presence, myself. Even if I wasn't in hiding, I wouldn't want to share my life with a bunch of random acquaintances.

      Finally, I type Sarah, Margaret and Margery Rooke into the search bar. Hundreds of results are returned. The top three are stories on blogs about witchcraft. I disregard those since experience has taught me they tend to be superficial, and go for the newspaper article that comes next. It's from the Chelmsford Herald's archives, a report from 2005 on the four hundredth anniversary of one of England's most notorious witch trials. I skim down the page until my eye snags on the names I'm looking for. The three Rooke sisters were tried on charges of witchcraft, brought by one Tobias Stearne who blamed them for a sudden outbreak of what modern experts believe to have been bovine tuberculosis. That sounds about right. When animals started to die, people were quick to look for someone to blame, usually a local woman who didn't quite fit in.

      As I read on, I discover the three women mysteriously disappeared from their jail cell a day before they were to be executed. Their younger sister, however, was not so lucky. She was arrested a week later, and hanged for 'consorting with the devil' on October 31st. Bile rises to my throat as I see she was not yet sixteen. I now have all the evidence I need to confirm Nate's story. My vengeful ancestors did place a hex on his family line. The question is, what am I going to do about it?

      The answer, for the moment, is absolutely nothing. My discoveries have done little to improve my headache. In fact, it's threatening to develop into a full-blown migraine. I may as well go home and lie down, since it'll be impossible to get anything else done this afternoon. I quickly pack up my things and wave goodbye to Lydia, as I head out the door.

      As I step onto the sidewalk, a shiver runs down my spine. It's that same feeling I had last night, like someone is watching me, and not with good intentions. I look around but, once again, don't see anyone. I decide to cut across the park to get home faster. Passing through the ornate, wrought iron gates, I'm relieved to find there are loads of people around. It makes me feel more secure. Surely, nothing will happen to me with so many witnesses around. I hurry across the grass, and through the gate, into my backyard.

      Just as I'm unlocking the door, a shiver runs down my spine. My acknowledgment of a threat comes a mere second too late, thanks to the headache dulling my senses. As I open the door, strong hands shove me, hard. I stumble forwards, and land on the kitchen floor, whacking my head off the leg of the table. That's just what I need. Rolling over, to get a better look at my assailant, I scrabble backwards, trying to get to the hallway.

      "Stay right where you are if you don't want to get hurt."

      I pause at the warning. My attacker is a big brute of a man, muscular, with nasty tattoos of skulls and snakes. He's wearing jeans and a tight-fitting black t-shirt, despite the colder weather. As he stares down at me, he cocks his head to the side.

      "You don't look much like a witch."

      I force myself to give a mocking laugh. "A what?"

      There's no reply, because he's busy fishing his cellphone out of his pocket. He snaps a photo of me and then sends it. I try to get to my feet, but he jabs a finger at me, a warning to stay down. Since I doubt I can get to the front door before he catches up with me, I do as I'm told. The guy is an absolute bear and everyone knows you shouldn't antagonize a beast like that. He presses more buttons and lifts his phone to his ear. "You get the picture, boss?" He waits for someone to speak, on the other end. "Yeah, sure looks like the right girl."

      Fuckity, fuck, fuck, fuck! That confirms he's not a random weirdo doing some home invasion shit, which would be bad enough. This guy is specifically looking for me. Just as I feared, someone was following me, though I can hardly believe this monster was stealthy enough.

      "Yeah, I'll check," he says, and then looks at me. "Lift your shirt."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Lift your fucking shirt."

      Immediately, I know what he's expecting to see, a strawberry birthmark, just above the third rib. Only, he's not going to find it on me. My younger sister, Delphine, is the one with the mark. I'm about to do as he asks, to show I'm not the one he's after, when the door flies open before him. The big brute spins around and immediately raises his hands placatingly as Nate appears in the doorway, pointing a gun at him.

      "What are you doing here, Cam?"

      Cam? Wait, what? Nate knows this guy?

      "There's a bounty on her."

      "Oh, yeah, why?"

      Cam, as I now know he's called, shrugs. "Didn't ask. My brothers up north want her bad enough to offer a hundred grand."

      "Since when do your brothers care about witches?"

      "They don't." He jerks a thumb back over his shoulder, towards me. "They want that one."

      "Why?" Nate asks. "What's special about this one?"

      "Didn't ask." Cam takes a step towards Nate, who raises his gun a little higher. "Now, put that way, Nate. We both know you're not going to shoot me."

      "I don't want to," Nate admits. "But I'm not letting you take her."

      Cam sighs heavily. "We could settle this right now. Girl I'm looking for has a birthmark. If she's got it, I'm taking her. If she doesn't she's yours."

      "Uh, excuse me." I get to my feet, seriously pissed off right now. My head spins and I reach out to steady myself against one of the counter tops. "Don't I have some say in this?"

      "No," both men say in unison.

      My eyes widen and my jaw practically hits the floor. "Right, fine, let's settle this." I raise my shirt, all the way up over my boobs, so they can see I'm not trying to hide anything. "See what you're looking for?"

      The two men stare at me for a moment, and then Cam comes closer. His hand reaches out to touch me and I bat it away, before lowering my shirt. With him standing so close, I detect a very distinctive odor. It's not something a human would notice, but I recognize it immediately. He's a shifter, a bear if my instincts are correct.

      "Okay," he says, shuffling from one foot to the other as he catches me staring at him. "Seems I got the wrong girl."

      "Yeah, you do." Nate moves to stand between me and Cam. I notice he's put his gun away. "Now, get the fuck out. And remember whose town this is in the future. You don't bring your shit to my doorstep."

      "Yeah, chill, cuz, I'm going."

      "Cuz?" I ask, as Cam slams the door on his way out.

      "On my mother's side."

      "Wow, was she...?"

      "A shifter?" Nate asks. "No, regular mortal, like me."

      I'm not sure I would describe him in such bland terms. "How did you know to come here?"

      Nate furrows his brow. "I sensed you were in danger."

      "You sensed it?" Usually, that would require some emotional connection between us. "But we only just met."

      "I know, but I feel..." Nate's voice trails off, as he struggles to articulate himself. He clears his throat. "So, which of your sisters was he looking for?"

      "Delphine." I blow out a breath. "I can't imagine how she got mixed up with shifters."

      "Must be serious if they've put a hundred grand on her head."

      I nod, and the motion makes me wobble. Nate rushes forward, placing a hand under my elbow, to steady me. "Are you okay?"

      An involuntary giggle escapes me. I feel like I'm weightless, all of a sudden. "I had a headache, and then I hit my head and now I'm....floating.....and....." I pitch forwards, into Nate's arms. The thought occurs to me that it's nice when he holds me, and then everything goes dark.
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      Waking up in a bed that's not my own might have frightened me, if I hadn't spotted Nate sitting in a chair across the room, the moment I opened my eyes. I watch him for a couple of minutes, shamelessly appreciating his fine figure. He doesn't move. Either he's totally engrossed in the book lying on his lap, or he's dozed off. When I clear my throat, he jumps up in surprise, so I'm guessing it was the latter.

      "Are you okay?" He hurries across the room and takes my hand. "I was so worried when you keeled over."

      "I'm fine." I struggle into a seated position and look around me. This place is freaking awesome. The bedroom has to be bigger than my entire upstairs. I'm sitting on a huge, wooden-framed bed with the most gorgeous silk sheets. The wallpaper has flecks of what's probably real gold in it, and sumptuous swathes of velvet drape the windows. There's a light fitting at the dead center of the room that's been crafted from some black metal. The whole place has an amazing, Gothic vibe. "Where am I?"

      "My house." Since I kind of guessed that already, I nod. "This is the guest suite. There's a bathroom." Nate points to the right, and then to a door on the left. "And through there is a living room and a small kitchen, in case you want a snack, or something."

      "Well, that would be great if I was staying, but I need to go home."

      "Of course," Nate says, reassuring me somewhat that he didn't kidnap me while I was unconscious, with the aim of making me his sex slave, "but not yet."

      "Nate." My tone holds a hint of warning. I am not going to be made to stay here against my will, no matter how smooth these sheets are. "You are not going to keep me here."

      "I wouldn't dream of forcing you to stay, but I'd like you to consider it." Sinking down onto the edge of the bed, he strokes my arm. It makes me tingly all over. "Please, I want you to meet my father, and Katie, of course."

      Even if I was completely heartless, which I'm not, I wouldn't be able to resist the puppy dog eyes he makes at me. "Okay."

      "Great. I'll give you a minute to change, and then we'll go down to dinner."

      "Change?" I notice, now, that he's wearing smart black pants and a snowy white shirt. They must be formal at mealtimes around here.

      "There's a dress for you, on the back of the door."

      "Oh, okay." I'm a bit startled that he's provided a dress for me. He lifts my hand to his lips and kisses the back of it, before leaving the room. I get up, feeling a hundred percent better, and take the dress from its hanger. It's a beautiful sage green color, with a tight-fitting bodice and skater-style skirt. I doubt I'd have picked better myself, if I could afford such classy clothes. I quickly strip off my shirt and jeans, grateful that only my shoes were removed before I was laid out on the bed. Nate already got an eyeful of my boobs. I'm not ready for him to see more, yet. I pull the dress on over my head. The fit is perfect. I look around for a mirror. There isn't one in here, so I go to the bathroom. It's as fancy as the bedroom, with an enormous shower cubicle and a tub at it center big enough to drown the entire football team in, not that I've ever contemplated doing that.

      When I stand in front of the mirror, I'm blown away by how good I look. Well, from the neck down. I'm not wearing any make-up and my hair's a catastrophe. I hurriedly pull the elastic tie out to release my ponytail. There isn't a brush anywhere in sight and I don't want to snoop through the cabinet, so I use my fingers to tease out my hair.

      As I'm finally managing to get it to lie in nice waves, Nate appears behind me. Towering over me, he puts his hands on my shoulders and spins me around. My breath hitches as he lowers his lips to mine. I've been kissed before, of course I have, but what his mouth does to me is an entirely new experience. He's gentle at first, coaxing me to open to him. The moment I do, parting my lips ever so slightly, he goes for gold. Wrapping an arm around my waist, he hauls me against his impressively toned body. His mouth takes mine in a searing kiss that speaks of passion and possession. By the time he pulls away, I'm about ready to dissolve into a pile of goo on the floor.

      "That was..." I have no words for a kiss so intense it's left my insides quivering.

      "Yes." Nate grins wickedly. "It was, and we'll be doing that again soon."

      "Hmm, that's something to look forward to."

      He takes my hand and leads me back through the bedroom, pausing at a table behind the door, where a white shoe box sits. "Forgot to give you these." He opens it, to reveal a pair of gorgeous black leather slingbacks with a kitten heel.

      "You bought these for me?" I ask as I slip them onto my feet and discover, like the dress, they're just the right size.

      "While you were asleep."

      "You went shopping? How long was I out for?"

      "Just a couple of hours and, no, I didn't go shopping. I had a personal shopper pick the outfit up for you."

      "Wow, that's pretty impressive. Do you always go to such an effort?"

      "Only when I really want something." There's no mistaking what he means. The searing heat in his gaze leaves no room for misinterpretation. "Now, come. Dinner's waiting and I know you hardly touched your lunch."

      He used that commanding tone again, and it sends the good kind of shudder down my spine. Keeping a firm grip of my hand, he steers me along several passageways and down an impressive flight of stairs, into a massive entrance hall. Then he ushers me along a corridor to the left, until we reach a dining room. The table that forms its focal point could easily seat forty, but there's just three places set, at the end nearest the door. Nate's father sits at the head, reading a newspaper. I didn't know people did that anymore. When he realizes we've arrived, he gets to his feet to greet us.

      "Miss Rooke, I'm Jonathan Stearne. I'm so pleased you could join us for dinner."

      The way he phrased that makes it sound like I'm doing him a favor by taking time out from my hectic social life to be here. "It's Adaline." I reach out to shake the hand he offers me. He has a firm, confident grip. Why shouldn't he? The man's a successful businessman, and he looks like he just tumbled off the pages of GQ. "Thank you for having me."

      Nate pulls out a chair for me, seating me between his father and himself.

      "So, Adaline, Nate tells me you had a run-in with my nephew. I'm sorry he was rough with you. Boy has no manners."

      "I'm okay, but I was glad Nate showed up when he did."

      "Good." Jonathan looks up, as three young women in maids' uniforms troop in, carrying silver platters. "I hope you're hungry. We have a delicious roast venison, from the Scottish Highlands. I believe that's where you're from."

      "It is." I don't bother volunteering any more information. Nate told me he knew all about me, so I assume his father does too. It's a bit disconcerting, when I know next to nothing about them. I reach for the glass of water on the table and spill some as my hand shakes.

      "Oh, sorry."

      "It's just water." Nate puts his hand on mine and squeezes reassuringly. "Don't worry about it."

      "You seem on edge," Jonathan observes. "Allow me to set your mind at rest. I have nothing to do with my brother and his Iacobus Rex lackeys. My son and I have no interest in persecuting young women like you. In fact, we do whatever we can to atone for our family's past."

      "And you want me to make amends for mine?"

      "It's a big ask, to I know, but, well, let's just enjoy our dinner, shall we?"

      He'll get no argument from me. I don't want to confront the uncomfortable topic of the hex quite yet. My stomach certainly won't object to focusing on our meal. It rumbles loudly, to emphasize the point. Nate rather gallantly puts a couple of slices of venison on my plate, before serving me some roast potatoes and green beans. He pours a sauce of what my olfactory senses tell me is juniper berry, and then gets his own food. We chat about mundane things, as we eat. The weather, the amenities on campus, are covered in depth, as is the damned football team.

      "Nate was a quarterback in high school," Jonathan tells me, "but he quit before college."

      "Really?" Even with my limited knowledge of the sport, I know quarterback is a coveted position.

      "Yes, star player." Jonathan looks at Nate with fatherly pride and then sighs. "But his heart wasn't in it."

      "And you? Did you play football?"

      Jonathan shakes his head. "Track and field was my thing." Yep, I can see him as a runner. He's muscular, but not bulky like someone who spends all their time lifting weights. "What about you, Adaline?"

      "Broomstick racing champion, three years in a row."

      Nate snorts, almost spitting out a mouthful of food. "Really? Is that a thing?"

      "No. I thought you knew all there was to know about me."

      "No, but I want to."

      Heat flares in my cheeks as we gaze at each other, completely forgetting about his father's presence, until Jonathan clears his throat. "Eh, room for dessert?"

      The spell between Nate and I broken, I turn to his father. "Always."

      Dessert is a pavlova with fresh berries. If someone is trying to butter me up, to do what I can to help Katie, this is a good way to go about it. The meringue is crisp on the outside and pillowy soft in the middle. The cream is sweet, with a hint of vanilla, and the berries are tart. Each mouthful carries me a little closer to heaven.

      "Well," Jonathan says as he finishes his dessert. He gets to his feet. "I'll leave you to it. Be sure to pop in and say goodnight to Katie."

      When he leaves, I can finally ask the question I've been dying to know the answer to. "Is it just the three of you?"

      "Yeah, mom died when Katie was three. Dad raised us by himself."

      "And he never remarried?"

      Nate shakes his head. "He dates, but it's never serious. We come first for him, and he's not met a woman he wants to risk upsetting the balance for."

      That's equal parts sad and noble. It was clear from the way he and Nate interacted, that they're incredibly close. Back at the library, I was starting to feel I should consider helping Katie. Now, I know I want to try. I put my dessert fork down and stand.

      "Come on, then." I hold my hand out to Nate. "Introduce me to your sister."

      "You're going to help her?"

      "I'm going to try. I can't make any promises."

      Nate nods. "Sure. What made you change your mind?"

      I'm sure he'd like me to tell him that it was the way he kissed me upstairs, but I doubt his ego needs to be stroked like that. "I don't know." I flash him a mischievous smile. "I think it was the pavlova."
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      Deja-vu smacks me between the eyes, as we walk along the corridor towards Katie's room. I mean, it's not exactly the same as the place my dream took me to. The walls aren't made of stone, and there are no candles burning, but there is something familiar about this set-up. As we approach the door at the end of the passage, my breathing grows heavier. Nate must sense it, because he wraps an arm around my shoulder. He opens the door and we step inside. Okay, the room is not the one from my nightmare. In fact, it's the exact opposite, light and airy and very, very pink.

      What's strikingly similar, however, is the fragile figure in the bed. My heart goes out to her, as Nate leads me forwards. "Hey, Katie," he says, in a too-bright voice, "this is my friend, Adaline."

      There's no response, not a flicker of recognition that her brother's there.

      "Hi, Katie. It's nice to meet you." Tears burn my eyes, as I look down at her. She's so pale, too thin. It's like Nate said. She is wasting away. Dark magic can eat at a person like that. I reach out to touch her hand, and a cold dread washes over me as I feel her suffering. The hex is a cruel one. My ancestors didn't just curse these girls to drop down dead. They wanted them to go through agony first, to cause their families the sort of despair I see on Nate's face. As much as I hate to admit it, these women I'm descended from, had a wicked streak. Don't get me wrong, I'd be aggrieved, too, but four hundred years of making innocent girls pay is overkill.

      Knowing now, how vicious the curse is, I fear I'm out of my depth, but I can't stand back and do nothing. "I need to speak to my sisters." The least I can do is warm them I'm about to tamper with the delicate balance of our universe by dabbling in some heavy-duty magic. "I want to help Katie, but only if they agree."

      "Okay, what do you need? Do you want me to light some candles? Burn incense? Do you need to draw a pentagram?"

      His enthusiasm, if sweet, is misguided, and I can't help but laugh. "Uh, no, I just need my phone."

      "Your phone?" He sounds surprised.

      "This is the twenty-first century, Nate. We communicate with an encrypted app, not astral projection. It's far less tiring."

      "Oh." Is he actually blushing, because that is adorable. "I brought your backpack, so your phone's probably in there, right?"

      "It should be."

      "I'll go get it." He drags an armchair across the room, to Katie's bedside. "Here, sit with her 'til I get back. She'll like hearing a new voice."

      I do as Nate asks, making myself comfy in the armchair as he goes to find my phone. In the silence, I hear how labored Katie's breathing is. Why haven't they got her on some sort of life support? These people can afford the best medical care. They might not want her intubated, but what about feeding tubes, pain relief, an oxygen mask? It doesn't take me long to realize, they didn't think it would do any good since her ailment's a magical one. I can understand them not wanting to intervene too much, but I think they made the wrong call. She may need to play a part in overcoming the hex. That will require strength I don't think she has. Hell, I'm not sure if I have it either.

      "So, Katie." I look around, trying to find some clue to what I should talk to her about. The first think I spot is a picture of her in a cheerleader's uniform. I roll my eyes. "You like football, huh? Well, I don't know about your school's team, but the Wolves are killing it. They won their game last night." I detect subtle movement behind her eyelids, so I carry on talking. "Yeah, I'm not really a fan, but everyone seemed pretty happy with their performance. They come into the diner where I work sometimes. You know, Sally's on Henderson Street? Well, they come in for a burger now and then."

      Speaking to someone who's not answering is harder than I imagined. I'd make a shit hospital visitor. "So, eh, Nate seems cool. Bet he's a great big brother, right? Oh, and I liked your dad."

      "Oh, you did, did you?"

      Relief washes over me as Nate enters the room with my cellphone. Judging by his breathlessness, he must have sprinted both ways to fetch it for me.

      "Yeah, your dad's the full package -- rich, handsome, body to die for...." I break off, laughing as Nate pouts. "Whoops, looks like your brother's the jealous type, Katie."

      I swear, her lips twitch, but the movement is so subtle, Nate doesn't see it. Not wanting to get his hopes up, I say nothing. I take the phone from him and open the messaging app to write a lengthy message about my situation in our group chat. My sisters know me well enough to realize I wouldn't take this to them, unless it was important, but I take care to emphasize how much I want to help Katie anyway.

      It takes less than a minute for my three youngest sisters, Sadie, Meredith, and Mattie to respond, probably because they'd need surgery to detach them from their phones. They all agree I should do what I can for Katie. Briony and Cass take a bit longer to reply but, when they do, it's to give their assent. The only one I haven't heard from is Delphine. My quandary about whether to go with a majority vote, or wait until I have her agreement as well, lasts only a minute, before I get another message from Cass.

      "Don't expect to hear from Delphi," I read aloud. "Nobody's heard from her in weeks."

      "Fuck!" Nathan says. "Do you think she's okay?"

      "Well, she's not dead, or dying. The rest of us would have felt something like that. But, I suspect she's up to her neck in shit, if my run-in with Cam is anything to go by."

      "I hope she's okay." Nate rubs his chin thoughtfully, "And I hate to be selfish, but what does this mean for Katie? Do you have to wait for Delphine's answer?"

      "If nobody's heard from her recently, I can't expect to either" I rake my teeth over my bottom lip. I hate the idea of putting Delphi at risk, without warning her it's about to happen. As if sensing my indecision, my phone pings with another message from Cass. "Just go for it. Well, I guess I'm doing this."

      Nate pulls me up from my chair and envelopes me in a big hug. "Thank you, thank you, thank you."

      I don't want to wreck the moment, but this might not be as simple as he imagines. "Look, Nate, you need to be prepared. I might not succeed. This isn't something I've done before and I'm flying blind. Usually I'd have spell books, potions, my sisters."

      "I know, sweetheart, but you're willing to try, and that's enough for me."

      Sweetheart. I like the sound of that. I hope he's still using terms of endearment when this is all over. There might be other, less flattering names he wants to call me.

      "Okay, as long as you understand."

      "I do." Nate draws back and takes my hands. "So, when do you want to do this?"

      "Now." If I can't lift the hex at the first attempt, I'll have time to try again tomorrow.

      "What do you need me to do?"

      "Could you leave? I don't know if I can do this with an audience."

      "Okay, I'll be outside if you need me." Nate leans in, to kiss my cheek. "Good luck."

      As soon as he's gone, I kick my shoes off and go to sit, cross-legged, by the bed. Closing my eyes, I breathe deeply, in and out, for a count of five. When I feel relaxed, I focus on creating a bright, shimmering light to surround Katie and me. The golden glow warms me and I feel myself opening to the magical universe. "Goddess Hecate, hear my prayer. Help me bring Katie from the darkness." I open my eyes and concentrate on the girl lying on the bed, as I set my intention. "Lift the curse from Katie, free her from the spell."

      As I repeat my plea, a rush of air whooshes past me. It chills me to the bone and breaks my concentration. An image pops into my head, of three women, the Rooke sisters. They look at me, sadness in their eyes and utter a single word, "Beware." I close my eyes and try to bring my focus back to the task in hand. "Goddess Hecate, hear my prayer. Help me bring Katie from the darkness." Okay, I feel settled again, more positive. Now, to try to speak directly to my ancestors. "Sarah Rooke, Margaret Rooke, Margery Rooke, I call upon you to lift the curse."

      The three woman appear to me once more. They open their mouths wide and a bloodcurdling scream fills my ears. Then, suddenly, another figure appears, a grotesque, demonic being with gray skin and glowing red eyes. Before I can react, I'm thrown backwards. Something cold, unpleasant, straddles me, holding me down. It claws at my face as I scream and struggle to throw it off.

      The next think I'm aware of, is Nate crouching next to me, concern etched in the lines of his brow. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah, I think so."

      "You're bleeding."

      "What?" I raise a hand to my cheek and, sure enough, blood coats my fingertips."

      "Let's get you out of here." Nate puts one arm under my shoulders and the other beneath my knees. I'm grateful when he lifts me from the floor because, honestly, I don't think I could walk right now. He holds me close to his chest as he carries me from the room, and along the corridor to what I guess is his bedroom. It's nicely decorated in varying shades of brown and cream, with a sleigh bed at its center. He takes me into the bathroom and sets me down, by the sink. Opening the cabinet above it, he gets out a first aid kit.

      While he unwraps some cotton swabs and opens a tube of antiseptic, I turn to look in the mirror. I hiss in shock as I see the three scratches across my face. "How the hell did that happen?"

      "Beats me." Nate dabs my face with a dampened swab. "It's not too deep, though."

      "That's good." I'm not vain, but I don't want to walk around with claw marks on my face for the rest of my life, either.

      "I had no idea you were putting yourself at such risk to help us."

      "Me neither, but I'd do anything for a good pavlova. I make light of the situation, to disguise the fact I'm terrified. Whatever happened just now, it was far worse than anything I'd imagined.

      Nate finishes cleaning my face and then dabs a little ointment over the scratches. He's so gentle, so caring, I could cry. "Do you need a cup of tea, something stronger?"

      I shake my head. "Some sleep, perhaps."

      Nate brushes a wisp of hair back from my face, and tucks it behind my ear. "You want some company?"

      Hell, yes, my heart screams out, buy my pesky commonsense overrules it. "Uh, no, I need to get some sleep."

      Nate cocks his head to one side and raises an eyebrow. "I'm offering to keep you company while you sleep, that's all."

      "Oh, right." My cheeks heat. Guess I got that all wrong. "Okay, then. Company would be nice."

      "Let me just get you something more comfortable to slip into. Wait here."

      Nate returns a moment later, with a t-shirt and a pair of shorts with a wild palm print on them, that I can't imagine him ever wearing. "They might be a bit big."

      "They'll be fine. I'll just...." I hold up the clothes, hoping Nate will take the hint I need a bit of privacy.

      "Oh, yeah, sure." Suddenly things feel awkward between us. "Go ahead, I'll wait out there."

      "Okay." A thought occurs to me as he turns to leave. "Oh, Nate, perhaps you should get your dad to sit with Katie tonight. He can come get us if anything happens."

      Nate's face pales. "What will happen?"

      "Probably nothing, but I'd rather she wasn't alone right now."

      "Okay." Nate bows his head, sadness seeping from his every pore as he takes my meaning. I don't want Katie to be alone, in case she passes. Nobody should die without a loved one there to comfort them.

      The second I'm alone, I change at lightning speed, popping the dress into the laundry basket. I slip on the t-shirt and shorts and run my fingers through my hair. I wash my face in cold water, wincing as the icy droplets prickle across the scratches. They look harmless enough, but I'm worried. That thing that attacked me was some sort of demon. I'm sure of it. These minor wounds could fester. I could die of sepsis.

      "Oh, pull yourself together," I say out loud. Being dramatic is not going to help anyone.

      I switch off the bathroom light and step out into the bedroom. Nate is stretched out on the bed, beneath the covers. His clothes are lying in a neat pile, on a chair. "I thought you were going to speak to your dad?"

      "I did." He picks his cellphone up from the nightstand and waves it at me. "You're not the only one with access to twenty-first century methods. Now, come on, get into bed."

      My pulse rate picks up. The air is chilly, and I'm not wearing much. I bite my bottom lip, hesitating even though I know it's silly to be shy about this.

      "Get into bed." Nate's commanding tone does that weak-at-the-knees thing to me again. "I promise you, I just want to hold you while you sleep."

      There's no resisting sweetness like that. He holds back the duvet for me to get under, and I catch a peek at his muscular thighs. His whole body is impressive. That chest looks like it was sculpted out of rock. It's not the time to think about that, though. I need my mind clear and focused on one thing only, lifting that hex. Tomorrow, at first light, I'm going to try again.

      "Wake me an hour before sunrise," I tell Nate, as he wraps an arm around me, and I snuggle into his chest.

      "Okay, sweetheart." Nate places a tender kiss on the top of my head. "Now, get some sleep."

      Almost as if responding to his command, I feel my eyelids growing heavier. I was foolish to try to rush into lifting the hex but, tomorrow, I'll do better. And with that affirmation echoing in my mind, I slowly drift off to sleep.
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      When I wake the next morning, I find myself alone. My first response is panic, as I wonder if something has happened to Katie. Then I spot the note, lying beneath my cellphone on Nate's pillow. "Your phone's been blowing up all night. Gone to make breakfast." He's signed his name which is kind of unnecessary, but endearing.

      I pick up the phone and discover over four hundred new messages in the group chat. It hadn't even occurred to me that what I experienced last night would have reverberated among my sisters. I should have contacted them straight away, to tell them what happened.

      Skimming through the messages, I discover a good three hundred of them are from Matty, asking 'WTF?" I can't help smiling at that. The rest are various expressions of concern from my other sisters, and pleas to get in touch. Even Delphine has got in on the chat and a couple of the responses are directed at her, scolding her for going dark on us. The final text in the thread makes me smile. It's Nate assuring my sisters I'm okay. He tells them he's watching over me and that I'll be in touch once I've rested. That elicited a couple of 'who the hell are you' messages, and everyone finally calmed down when he told them he was someone who cares very much for me. I like that.

      I check the time and find it's five thirty. For some of my sisters, it will be mid-morning and for others, late night, depending on where they are in the world. I doubt any of them has slept, and guilt stabs at me, because I enjoyed a pretty peaceful slumber.

      Rather than texting, I decide a voice call is better. Before I know it, there's a cacophony of questions and reproaches being fired at me. I rub my forehead. It's chaotic when we're all together in one room, but when we gather in a group chat, it's even worse. "Everybody, shut up!" I bellow, and silence falls. "I can't think with all this noise."

      "Okay," Cass says. "One at a time, everyone. Now, tell us what happened."

      "Well, I called upon Hecate to help me." That gets various murmurs of approval. "Then, I asked our ancestors to lift the curse."

      "What, just like that?" Briony asks.

      "Yes, just like that. I know I rushed it." I should have performed cleansing rituals, focused on creating a deeper connection.

      "Never mind that." This, from Sadie, my third youngest, and most impatient sibling. "What the fuck happened?"

      "Language," Cass scolds. I can almost feel Sadie rolling her eyes. She's nineteen, not a child anymore.

      "Well, I saw Sarah, Margaret and Margery Rooke. They told me to 'beware'."

      "Like a threat?" Meredith asks.

      "No, it was a warning, like they were afraid for me."

      "shit." This comes from Delphine, who doesn't get a reprimand from Cass. The most spirited of us, she does as she pleases. "Then, what?"

      "Then, suddenly, this hideous gray-skinned, red-eyed, demon appeared."

      "A demon?" Matty squeaks.

      "I guess so. It attacked me. If Nate hadn't come in...."

      "Who is this Nate?" Briony demands.

      "We'll get to that later," Sadie says, sharply. "Who was this demon? What did he want?"

      "I have no fucking clue."

      "Language." Cass just can't help herself. "We need to know more about him."

      "There isn't time. Katie's time is running out. Honestly, if you saw her lying there." A sob catches me off guard. I sniff back a tear. "Look, we have to help her. I know having a demon in the mix isn't ideal, but she's going to die."

      "You're not strong enough for this." I know Cass doesn't mean her words to be hurtful and, in any case, I know they're true, so I don't take offense. "We need to be with you."

      "It's too risky for us all to be in one place and you'll never get here in time."

      There's a long silence as everyone ponders the issue. While we're mulling it over, Nate comes back into the room. My stomach rumbles as I see the tray he's carrying is laden with bacon, eggs, breakfast pastries, and orange juice. I signal to him that I'm on the phone. He puts the tray down on the bed and carefully sits next to me.

      "Your sisters?" he mouths, and I nod.

      "Okay, how about this," Briony says after several minutes of nothing, "send us a photograph of Katie. We will each focus on her at, what time, Adaline?"

      "Sunrise is 7.08 this morning, so I'll start at 7.05."

      "Okay, 7.05 Eastern USA time, we each perform a cleansing, then call upon Hecate for help. We speak to our ancestors and ask them to lift the hex. Cass, you text us the words to use. Adaline, you make sure the room is cleared of all negative energy and that Katie is cleansed. Everyone else, send out as many positive vibes to the universe as you can."

      "Okay, but what about the Order?"

      "What Order?" several voices ask and I realize I'm the only one who knows who's after us.

      "The Order of Iacobus Rex. They're a secret society of witch-haters and, apparently, we're one of their targets."

      "We'll get to how you know that later, and why this is the first we're hearing about it." Oops, Cass sounds pissed. "For now, we use a masking spell to try to prevent this Order from finding us, and we concentrate on Katie. Agreed?"

      "Agreed." Pride swells in my chest as I hear the chorus of voices. It's so long since we saw each other, but our bond is still as tight as ever.

      "Right, then. We have to prepare. Good luck, Adaline. We'll be right there with you."

      As I cut off the call, my emotions are running wild. I blow out a breath and try to compose myself. Can't turn into a blubbering wreck in front of Nate.

      "You okay?" he asks.

      "Yeah."

      "Let's get some breakfast inside you." He makes me a plate of food big enough to satisfy a small army.

      "Thanks." I take a bite of a buttery croissant and follow it with a sliver of bacon. Nate and I eat in silence. There's a lot to say, but neither of us has the words to express ourselves. The weight of what lies ahead is monumental, and we both feel it. He needs to know everything I do.

      "Nate, something happened last night, something bad." He nods, because he saw enough to know that, and waits for me to continue. "When I tried to lift the hex, I saw my ancestors. I expected that, but there was someone else, something else."

      "What did you see?"

      "A demon."

      Nate leaps up from the bed as though I threw boiling water at him. "What? Are you telling me she's possessed?"

      "No, I don't think that's it." I close my eyes and consider for a moment. "I think it's waiting for her to die. It wants her. At least, that's what I felt."

      "Fuck! Can you fight it?"

      "Maybe." Can I fight a demon and lift a hex at the same time? "I don't know."

      Nate paces back and forth across the room. "This is too dangerous. I can't let you do this."

      "If I don't, Katie will die."

      "Oh, fuck, Adaline." He stops pacing, and sinks onto the bed, taking my hand in his. "I can't lose either of you."

      "Nate, you met me yesterday." I don't want to die, but I don't want to pretend I'd leave a major dent in his life, either.

      "Yes, but I already feel a connection, and I know you feel it too." That is true, but I don't confirm it. "I don't want you to risk yourself."

      "That's sweet, Nate, but I need to try. There's something going on here that I need to know more about." I want to know what the hell that demon's up to, for one thing. "Besides, it's not just Katie. Every girl born into your family for generations to come is in danger."

      "Okay," Nate concedes, “but I want to be in the room this time.”

      "That's fine." I need all the support I can get. "Your dad should be there, too." In case she dies.

      Nate nods. "Okay, is there anything you need?"

      "Yes, some fresh water, preferably from a mountain spring, a clean white cloth, either cotton or linen, no artificial fibers, a white candle that's never been lit, some sage, oh, and matches, of course. I'll need two bowls, earthenware, if you have them. You'd better bring some salt, as well, a lot of it."

      "For a protection circle?"

      I like that Nate knows his stuff. "Yes. Do you have everything I need?"

      "I think so. If not, I'll get it."

      "Okay, Then I'm going to find my way back to the guest room and prepare. I'll see you in Katie's room at 7 a.m."

      Nate doesn't question why I want some alone time. He seems to understand. As I get up from the bed, he rises with me, and kisses me, slow and tender, on the lips. I still feel their warmth as I wind my way back through the corridors, to find the room I slept in last night. It doesn't take me as long as I thought it would. I recognize the spider plant on the table outside the door.

      When I get inside, I look for my clothes, but they aren't there. Damn it. The Stearne's must have a very efficient staff clearing up after their guests. I'm about to go looking for someone to help me, when there's a knock at the door. "Come in."

      A young woman enters, carrying a pretty white dress, the same style as the one I wore last night, and a pair of flowery Vans. "Mr. Stearne thought you might need these." Yep, as I thought, highly efficient.

      "Thank you." I take the clothes from her, and she leaves.

      Very quickly, I go and jump in the shower, making sure to keep my hair out of the stream of water. It's a nightmare to dry, and I don't have time to fuss over my appearance. I wash and then towel myself off with a cloud. Well, it feels like a cloud, it's so soft. Then I dress and sit in quiet contemplation for a while. I enter that serene space, where time and place float away. Nothing exists but me, and my own connection to the universe.

      When I feel ready, I open my eyes. My phone bleeps with a message from Cass, the words we will all recite. It's not a million miles from what I said last night. When performing magic, it's best to keep things simple. Ambiguity isn't helpful when making a plea for action.

      I drag my feet a little, as I head back to Katie's room. It's the expectation on Nate and Jonathan's faces I'm dreading. I don't want to get their hopes up. When I enter the room, they're both standing by her bedside. Her breathing is raspier this morning. She's running out of time.

      "I brought the things you asked for," Nate says, gesturing towards Katie's desk, with his hand. "What do you need us to do?"

      "Well, we need to all be inside a circle of protection, so Katie will have to be on the floor. Make her comfortable, and then draw a wide circle with the salt. No gaps."

      "Okay, and then what?" Jonathan asks. He looks weary this morning.

      "I'll light some sage to cleanse the room, and us. Then I'll bathe Katie with the fresh spring water. When we're all cleansed, I want you to hold her hands and channel as much loving energy towards her as you can. I will recite a few incantations, and we'll see what happens."

      "And your sisters will do likewise, Nate tells me."

      "They will."

      Jonathan nods. "Whether this works or not, I will be in your family's debt."

      I would never hold him to that, but it's a vow he clearly needs to make, so I don't argue. While Jonathan and Nate lift Katie carefully from the bed and place her on the floor, at the center of the room, I light the candle and face towards the east. Don't ask me how I know which direction is east. It's just something I understand innately. Using the candle, I set the sage alight and wait for it to start smoking. Then I set it down in one of the terracotta bowls Nate's provided. I use the smoke to wash my hands and then waft some of it up over my head and all down my body. I invite Nate and his father over to do the same.

      "Now," I tell Nate, "carry the bowl around the room, making sure to purify as much of the space as possible."

      "What should I do?" Jonathan is the kind of guy who needs to always be doing something.

      "Sit with Katie. Tell her what's happening."

      While he goes to do that, I pour the water from the glass bottle, into the other bowl. The label makes me smile. Highland Mountain Spring. It's a good choice, since this water comes from my homeland. Careful not to spill a drop, I take the water, and the cloth, over to where Katie lies. I step over the ring of salt and sit down.

      I carefully wash the young girl's arms and legs She whimpers at the slightest touch. "I'm sorry, Katie. I'll be as gentle as I can."

      When I've finished, I pass the bowl to Nate, who places it, and the sage, on the desk.

      "Can you bring my cellphone?" I don't know why, but I think it will be useful to have it to hand.

      He joins us in the circle and passes the phone to me. I place it on the floor next to me. "No more talking now," I say. "Think positive thoughts and hold her tight, but try not to speak. I need to concentrate."

      As the sky begins to brighten, I close my eyes. Breathing steadily, I calm my nerves, and focus on creating a protective white glow around us all. I can feel my sisters' presence, as we all perform the ritual as one. When the light shines so brightly, it's almost blinding, a comforting warmth washes over me and I begin.

      "Goddess Hecate, source of knowledge, bringer of light, hear our plea. Bring Katie out of the darkness. Mother nature, giver of life, heed our call. Bring Katie out of the darkness."

      A sudden wind swirls around the room, throwing objects around and bringing an icy coldness. I'm vaguely aware of movement as Jonathan reacts. I try to blot everything out and continue. "Ancient sisters, hear our call. Bring Katie out of the darkness. Opening my eyes, I focus on Katie, blocking out everything else around me. I clench my fists, as I set my intention. "Lift the hex from the Stearne family. Set Katie free."

      As I speak, Katie's body goes rigid. Black gunk gurgles out of her mouth as death rattles in her throat. I tamp down my fear. "Sarah Rooke, Margaret Rooke, Margery Rooke, I call upon thee to lift your curse."

      "It's not working!" Nate cries.

      I begin my invocation to the spirits again. "Goddess Hecate, source of knowledge, bringer of light, hear our plea. Bring Katie out of the darkness."

      "She's barely breathing," Jonathan cries. "We're losing her."

      Shit, shit shit. Is trying rid her of the hex accelerating her decline? I close my eyes. Help me, someone. My cellphone starts to ring, with a tune I didn't program into it. I can't place it, but I imagine dancing. Then it comes to me. It's from Sleeping Beauty. My cellphone pings. A message.

      "Not in death, but slumber rest,' i say aloud.

      "What?"

      "Sleeping Beauty," I say. "We can't lift the hex, we can try changing it."

      "So she sleeps for a hundred years?" Nate asks.

      "It's extreme, but our course has to be of equal weight to the one already placed. The universe demands balance. We'll find a way to lift it, I promise."

      Katie gasps, struggling for air.

      "Will it work?" Jonathan demands.

      I hesitate. It worked for fictional fairies, but in real life? I just don't know. I can't see another option. "I believe it will."

      Nate and his dad exchange a look. "Do it. If it saves her life, we can worry about the rest later."

      "Okay." I take Katie's hand. "Goddess Hecate, hear my plea. Let Katie lie, not in death, but slumber. Grant her peace, a sleep of a hundred years. Goddess Hecate, I beseech you."

      Katie heaves a huge sigh and then silence falls. "Is she?"

      Jonathan puts a finger to the pulse point at her neck and then leans down to listen to her breathing. "She's with us. Her pulse is getting stronger."

      Nate pulls me into his arms. "It worked. You did it."

      I have to admit, I'm stunned. "I...eh....I don't.,,," shit on a stick! The world is spinning like I'm going to faint. My eyes roll back and I drop down into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is becoming a seriously bad habit,” Nate says, as I open my eyes and find myself lying on his bed.

      "shit! I passed out again, didn't I?" Sitting up, I scrub a hand over my face. Nate must think I'm totally feeble. He probably wouldn't believe I've never fainted before I met him. I look around the room and realize the drapes are closed and the lights are on. It must be nighttime. "How long was I out?"

      "Thirty-three hours. We were starting to think that Sleeping Beauty thing might have rebounded on you."

      "Thirty-three hours. So All-Hallows Eve is over?"

      "Yep, it's officially November."

      I shake my head in disbelief. "How's Katie?" I have to ask, although the grin on Nate's face tells me all I need to know.

      "She's doing fine. She's breathing normally, and there's color in her cheeks. Dad's having medical equipment brought in to monitor her, but we're hopeful."

      "And you're okay with me changing the terms of the hex?"

      "Well, yes. I mean, a hundred years is a lot, but at least she's alive." Nate grabs my hand. "Now, how about we go downstairs and see if we can find you something to eat. The cook made a great lasagna for dinner. There'll be plenty left over."

      "Lasagna?" I practically salivate at the thought of it. "Yes, please."

      Nate helps me up off the bed and keeps a tight hold of my hand as we walk downstairs. I'm still wearing the pretty white dress from yesterday, but I seem to have lost my shoes somewhere along the line. It hardly matters. Nobody is going to care if I'm a little disheveled. Nate takes me to the beautiful, country-style kitchen and pulls out a stool for me at the breakfast bar. He goes to the fridge and opens it.

      "You're in luck. Plenty left over."

      He sticks the ceramic dish in their extra-large microwave and gives it a couple of minutes. While it's warming through, he grabs a couple of glasses. "Wine, cola, or orange juice?"

      "Better make it orange juice." Wine would probably knock me sideways and I've never been a fan of fizzy drinks. They make me burpy and Nate and I are not yet well enough acquainted for that.

      Nate fills a glass and sets it in front of me. I take a sip. It's the good stuff, but I expected that in this palatial home. I watch him plate up two portions of lasagna. He gets a couple of forks out of a drawer and comes to sit next to me. "Eat it while it's hot," he urges me. "It's so good."

      I'm about to take a mouthful, when Jonathan comes down the steps at the back of the room. I pause, fork just about to pass my lips, and wait as he approaches.

      "Eat, please." He comes to stand at the other side of the counter. "You need your strength."

      "Did you look in on Katie?" Nate asks. His dad inclines his head in an affirmative. "How was she?"

      "She's peaceful, more like her old self."

      "You know, I'll do everything I can to bring her back."

      Jonathan smiles. "I know. Your sister offered to help, as well."

      "My sister?"

      He reaches into his back pocket and draws out my cellphone. He places it on the counter before me. "Yeah, Cass called a couple of times, well, a dozen or so. I answered eventually, and we had a nice, long talk. She said she'd work on finding a way to wake Katie."

      “Oh, that's good."

      "She also told me about Matty, that she wants to go to some fancy boarding school."

      I roll my eyes. Kilbrackan Academy has been Matty's dream since she first heard of it when she was only five. It's a school deep in the Highland countryside, with an outstanding academic reputation. That's not why she wants to go there, of course. It happens to be situated near an ancient stone circle that fascinates her. She wants to go there and unlock its secrets.

      "Oh, no." It occurs to me that Cass would do anything to help Matty achieve her dreams. "She didn't ask you for the money, did she?" That would be mortifying.

      "No," Jonathan assures me. "But I offered, and she accepted."

      I blow out a breath, but Nate puts an arm around my waist and draws me close. "Don't sweat it. Dad's got money to burn and it's not like I have bad habits he needs to constantly pay bribes to cover up."

      "No," Jonathan deadpans. "You're a model son."

      "Hmm, I sense a story there. I'd love to hear it."

      "Stories?" Jonathan laughs. "I have hundreds, and you can hear them all if you agree to my proposition."

      "Proposition?" I look at Nate and a slight smile touches his lips. Okay, so he knows what it is.

      "I'd like you to move in here, to the guest suite, of course. You'll have resources to carry on your research, and we’d be grateful if you could keep an eye on Katie. And, of course, Nate and I will ensure you’re protected against the Order.”

      "It's a generous offer, but I have a lease on my place."

      "I'd be prepared to buy you out of it and, you'd live here rent-free."

      It's tempting. It's not as if I'd ever get the chance to live in a house like this again. I wouldn't have to work so many shifts at the diner. I'd see more of Nate, which is definitely an inducement, but I wonder if living under the same roof would be too much. We have only just met, after all, and it's clear we're attracted to each other.

      "It's a nice offer, but I'm not sure."

      "Then I'll leave you to think about it." Jonathan takes an orange from the fruit bowl and heads for the door. "But, Adaline, I'd really love to have you here."

      When he's gone, Nate pulls me onto his lap. His arm wraps around my back, and he sears my lips with a kiss that sends tingles all the way to my core. "Move in," he says. "I want you close to me."

      "It's a bit quick."

      Nate shakes his head. "You heard my dad. You'll have your own space and I promise not to rush you into anything. You've got nothing to lose."

      That's not strictly true. I have everything to lose, my heart, my soul, my life. Yet that nagging little voice at the back of my head is telling me to ignore all that and take a chance.

      "Okay, I'll move in." Nate whoops and kisses me again. I have to put my hands on his shoulders and push him back, before he gets carried away. "On a trial basis. If it's not working out in a month's time, I'll go back to my own place."

      "Deal." Nate shakes my hand like we just concluded a business transaction. "That gives me plenty of time to convince you we're right for each other."

      "Oh," I run my fingers through his hair and tilt my head, cockily, to one side. "How will you do that?"

      "I can think of many ways."

      Before I can utter another word, Nate jumps down from the stool, flings me over his shoulder and carries me to the stairs.

      "What are you doing?" I squeal as he bounds up the steps, taking them two at a time.

      "I'm going to convince you to stay."

      “And how are you going to do that?” I lay my best seductive tone on him.

      “Let me show you.”

      He carries me into his bedroom, drops me onto the bed and proceeds to demonstrate why I should stay. By morning, I’m convinced. It looks like I’m moving into the Stearne mansion and I couldn’t be happier.
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        The End
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