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On every full moon, rituals…take place on hilltops, beaches, in open fields and in ordinary houses. Writers, teachers, nurses, computer programmers, artists, lawyers, poets, plumbers, and auto mechanics—women and men from many backgrounds come together to celebrate the mysteries of the Triple Goddess of the Dance of Life. The religion they practise is called Witchcraft.
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Fillet of a snake that lived in a bog,
In the caldron boil and bake;
Eye of newt, and toe of frog,
Wool of bat, and tongue of dog,
A black snake’s forked tongue, and its cousin’s sting,
Lizard’s leg, and owlet’s wing,
For a charm of powerful trouble,
Like a hell-broth, boil and bubble.
Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Second Witch



 
Foreword
 
Thanks for supporting Kids Need to Read by picking up this compilation of short stories. 
A book is all kinds of things to a child in need: education, entertainment, and a temporary escape from a life that may be difficult and painful.  Learning to read makes it easier to learn anything else and to create a better life through education.  The greater a child’s literacy, the more opportunities he or she has for the future.  This is one reason it’s so important to encourage reading among children who suffer from poverty or special needs.  Whatever a child’s circumstances, developing a love of reading can only help them to cope and to grow.
Beyond preparing a child for education and a future career, reading helps children develop into more compassionate human beings.  When we have seen the world through a fictional character’s viewpoint, and shared in that character’s struggles and triumphs, it becomes easier to see the world from the perspective of other people instead of just our own.  A child who reads can become more kind and empathetic, so I think it’s great that Kids Need to Read provides books to juvenile offender facilities as well as underfunded schools and libraries.
I hope that you enjoy this collection of witchy stories, and I’m sure you will, because there are some terrific writers included here.  I also hope you will consider donating to Kids Need to Read, or to a literacy organization or underfunded school in your area.  Many of them will be happy to take your old books, too—and who doesn’t have a ton of those lying around?  The gift of reading really is one of the best gifts you can give to a young person, and even helping out a little can have huge positive effects.
So, while you read this collection, you can feel good that you’ve helped promote childhood literacy just a little bit.  And that’s a great feeling.
Oh, and Happy Halloween!
 
-Amanda Hocking
 Austin, MN
October 5, 2011
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A TALE OF TWO WITCHES
by
Christiana Miller and Barbra Annino
 
Chapter One
Mara bent to pick up the morning paper and was almost run over by two Dobermans, chasing full tilt after a toad. Technically, the ghost of a toad. The late, great Lord Grundleshanks the Poisonous Toad, to be exact.
“Bad dogs!” Mara yelled.
Grundleshanks hopped through the open front door and up onto the back of an armchair, closely followed by the Dobes.
Mara picked up the paper she had dropped, grabbed the morning mail, and went into the cottage just in time to see Aramis and Apollo skid into the chair and end up in a pile.
“He’s not alive, you goofballs. You won’t be able to catch him. You’ll just kill me in the process.”
The Dobes glanced from her to the toad and back again, eyebrows twitching, as if they were anxiously weighing their odds.
As Mara sorted through the mail, there was a thud at the door. Followed by a muffled, “Let me in, bee-yotch!”
Mara dropped the mail and the paper on the coffee table and opened the door. Gus, her best friend and cottage mate, stood outside, shivering in the cool fall air, balancing a bag of donuts, a tray of coffee, and a large box.
“Took you long enough. My cojones shrivel up any more, I’ll be singing castrato.” 
Mara rolled her eyes. Gus was such a diva. “I told you to wear a jacket.”
Gus handed her the coffee and donuts, and took a firmer hold on the box.
“What’s in the box?” she asked. “It’s too early for Christmas, and too late for my birthday.” 
“Not everything is about you, Miss Thing. Where’s my little girl?”
“Paul took her to visit Daniel at the assisted living facility.” 
“Aw, some daddy and grandpa bonding time. How sweet. Does that mean he’s over the fear that she’ll blink and turn him into a flying squirrel?”
“Give him a break, Gus. He’s trying.”
As far as they could figure out, Paul was the little girl’s father—technically. But since he had been possessed at the time, Mara wasn’t sure she could really hold Paul accountable for the pregnancy. 
Apollo and Aramis, ever on the lookout for treats, trotted over, begging. Mara gave them each a piece of glazed donut and sat down on the couch, sipping her coffee, while Gus set the box next to the coffee table and picked up the mail. 
He handed an envelope to Mara. “Here’s one from the dead letter department.”
It was addressed to Tillie MacDougal. “Aunt Tillie! You’ve got mail!” Mara called.
Aunt Tillie shimmered and appeared in the armchair. Grundleshanks hopped down to sit on her shoulder. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense, child. What does it say?”
Mara opened the envelope and an invitation slid out, along with a handwritten note. “Spend a haunted weekend at The Geraghty Girls Guest House. Tour the most haunted spots in Amethyst and end the weekend with a Halloween festival and parade.”
“Sounds like a job offer, Tillie,” Gus said, through a mouthful of donut. He looked over Mara’s shoulder. “Is it from undead_monster.com?”
“It’s actually from someone named Birdie.”
“How lovely. I haven’t seen Birdie in ages,” Tillie said.
“Too bad you’re dead,” Mara replied, unfolding the note.
“But you’re not.” Tillie said pointedly, “And you could use a vacation.”
“Vacations are for single people with no responsibilities.” 
“Pish tosh,” Tillie snorted.
“I’m with you, Til,” Gus said. He took the handwritten note from Mara and read it, giving a low whistle.
“Well? What does it say?” Tillie snapped. “Don’t keep an old ghost in suspense.”
“Dear Tillie,” Mara read, taking the note from Gus. “This is crucial, I’m afraid. There’s a great trine aligning in the stars and the portents are centering on Amethyst. My granddaughter continues to fight against her destiny. We must have a gathering of elders to meet the challenge ahead. We need you, desperately. I’ve set aside a room for you at the B&B. Please, hurry.”
“Well, that settles it,” Tillie said, standing. “Pack your bags.”
“Tillie! I can’t leave the baby. And what about the dogs?” Mara protested. “Besides, Gus just brought home a mystery box, and I have to see what’s inside it.”
“You are not going to call Birdie and break the news of my demise over the phone. You will do it in person, like a responsible adult. More to the point, she needs you.”
Mara looked at her, anxious. “But…”
“It’s a high chair for the wee lass, and you’re welcome. Anyway, isn’t that what dads are for? Paul can stay here and watch the baby and the dogs.” Gus grinned at Mara. “Duty calls. Have magical powers, will travel. Witches to the rescue. Hip, hip, hooray.”
Mara groaned.
“Get that suitor of yours over here and make it happen,” Tillie snapped. 
Mara groaned again. Last time Paul stayed over at the cottage, a malevolent spirit had possessed him. Mara wasn’t at all sure he’d be up for staying there again.



 
Chapter Two
To say the dream was unusual would be putting it mildly. There was a toad hopping all around a pumpkin patch and the thing had such expression in his eyes, Stacy Justice could swear he was Lord Byron reincarnated. 
Her Great Dane, Thor, was galloping after the toad, his huge jowls flopping in the fall breeze, until he came across an old woman with a temperament so ornery, it fired off her in tiny purple sparks. Stopped the dog right in his tracks. Thor rolled over on his back and whinnied, kicking his legs in the air. The toad shrugged, climbed on top of Thor’s belly and blinked at the woman. 
She gave a reluctant smile to the toad, but to Stacy, she said, “You kids think you know everything. Think your brains are better, just because they’re younger. You better wise up, toots. I don’t have as much patience as your grandmother. Just ask Mara.” 
Then she was gone. 
Stacy bolted upright in bed, jostling Thor, who was snoring next to her, his giant tail thumping happily. 
Was she talking to me? And who on Earth was Mara? Stacy thought.
 
*
 
Stacy’s eyes were still heavy as she crawled out of bed. She cursed herself for not making coffee the night before. She would need a whole pot to kick off this weekend. Not only was it the busiest tourist weekend of the year, it was also jam-packed with family activities that she was bound to be dragged to, whether she wanted to go or not. 
Being raised by witches was bad enough. Being raised by a grandmother who was convinced that Stacy was not only a witch, but The Seeker of Justice (whatever that meant) was a bit harder to swallow. 
But then, when Samhain—the strongest Sabbat in the Pagan calendar year—rolled around, well, that was a front-row seat on the train to crazy town. 
Stacy slipped into a robe and padded into the kitchen. The dark roast coffee can was nearly empty so she made half a pot, licked the grounds off the spoon and grabbed the milk from the fridge. 
The carton was still in her hand as she turned around to see a face staring back at her. Stacy screamed, punctured the milk with her nails and fell backwards into the trashcan. 
“Hello, Anastasia. Do you have any idea what time it is?” It was Birdie, Stacy’s grandmother and aforementioned witch. Birdie never called her granddaughter by her given name, which was simply Stacy. Everything had to be more dramatic, more pronounced, just – more with Birdie, who refused to answer to Grandma. 
“Dammit, Birdie! Why do you always sneak up on me like that!?” Stacy pulled herself up and went to the sink to wash the milk out of her eyeballs. 
“It’s after nine o’clock. I cannot believe you slept the morning away when we have so much work to do.” 
Stacy groaned. Her grandmother owned a bed and breakfast called the Geraghty Girls House, and the ‘girls’ the title referred to her were Stacy’s great aunts, Birdie’s sisters. Not one had seen the underside of seventy in some time.
“Birdie, you know I worked at the Black Opal last night. Cinnamon was short-staffed.” The Black Opal was Stacy’s cousin’s bar and last call wasn’t until one a.m. 
Birdie raised a perfectly arched eyebrow, the morning light dancing off her copper waves. “A young person like you should have more stamina.”
An old lady like you should have more manners. At least, that was what Stacy wanted to say. But she settled for “Fine.” 
Stacy flipped the off switch on the coffee pot. “Just let me get showered and dressed. How many guests do you have arriving?”
“Two guests. Three rooms.”
“You’re kidding.” There were three guest rooms, but accommodations for seven people. Often people traveled in packs on this weekend.
Birdie just stared at her.
Stacy sighed. “I know, you never kid. Still, this weekend is usually booked solid.”
Something flickered across Birdie’s face for an instant. Stacy couldn’t identify it, but she didn’t like it. 
“This weekend is special.” Then Birdie turned and floated out the door.
Yep. Stacy definitely did not like it. 



 
Chapter Three
Mara frowned at her tarot cards. They were arranged on the table, in two different streams, as if she were doing two separate readings. Gus walked through, crunching on an apple.
“Want a bite? Fresh picked.”
“Sure.” She took the apple from Gus and went on frowning at her cards.
“What’s going on?” He sat down next to her.
“I’m trying to find out if this trip is a bad idea. This pile is what will happen if we go, the other is what will happen if we don’t go.”
“And…?”
“They’re both bad. If we don’t go, there’s going to be chaos and disaster, and if we do go there’s going to be chaos and disaster.”
“Then there’s only one thing to do. Screw the status quo and full speed ahead. Life is all about change, Miss Thing. I’m already packed. Where’s Paul?”
“I can’t pay him enough to spend the weekend here. He took the baby and the dogs to his place.”
“So what are we waiting for? If we leave now, we’ll get there by morning.” Gus grinned at her and stood up. “Samhain awaits!”
 
*
 
They drove all night, finally arriving in Amethyst, Illinois on Halloween day. The town itself seemed a lot like Devil’s Point, Wisconsin, where Mara lived—small, picturesque, antique-y, with an undercurrent of the supernatural. An undercurrent that vibrated so strongly, even normal humans could feel it.
“I love this place!” Gus shouted, as they parked in front of an old, three-story Victorian house. In the front yard was a sign: Geraghty Girls Guest House. Even though the house was painted in cheerful colors, it couldn’t quite shake its spooky aura. 
They parked the car and walked along the black wrought iron fence to a winding brick pathway. The path and the expansive porch were decorated with gourds, cornstalks, tiny skull lights and everything you might expect of the season. Except instead of a scarecrow sitting on the front porch, it was a witch, complete with long pointy hat, flowing velvet cape, striped nylons and ruby slippers. 
As they climbed the stairs to the porch, Mara took a second look and realized the witch was also wearing a fluffy pink tulle gown beneath the cape and holding a wand with a star at the tip. It was as if they couldn’t decide on the Good Witch of the North or the Wicked Witch of the West, so they opted for both. Mara smiled. She had a feeling she was going to like these Geraghty Girls.
Then the witch pulled out a flask of Jameson, startling Mara, who screamed and bumped into Gus, who then fell into the doorbell.
The witch looked at them and said, “Hello, dears. Do you have a reservation?”
Mara doubled up with laughter.
Gus rolled his eyes. “Don’t mind her,” he said, pointing at Mara. “Her brain’s been oxygen-deprived.”
Mara tried to stop laughing. “It’s not my fault. She startled me!” To the witch she said, “That was great.”
Gus elbowed her in the stomach.
“We do have reservations,” Mara explained, once she regained her composure. “Under Tillie MacDougal.”
The woman popped up and said, “Oh my, it’s been so long!” And then squeezed Mara for all she was worth.
Confused, Mara hugged her back. Then, to Mara’s relief, the door swung open and there stood another woman, with the same copper hair as the porch witch, only taller. 
The porch witch released Mara, clapped her hands and said, “Birdie, look! It’s Tillie come for a visit. After all these years!”
The woman frowned, adding a few more wrinkles to her mature face. “I am Birdie Geraghty and you, young lady, are not Tillie MacDougal.”
Just then, a tall girl with strawberry blond hair appeared, trailed by the biggest dog Mara had ever seen. He looked like Maramaduke. They were descending the stairs when something seemed to trip her. She lurched forward then leaned back to catch herself to no avail. Her feet flew out from under her and she bounced all the way down the stairs, landing on the hallway floor.
“What the hell?” the girl said and looked back up the stairs.
Birdie closed her eyes, composed her face, then introduced the girl. “This is my granddaughter, Stacy.”
Stacy stood up, brushing herself off, and joined them on the porch. “Birdie, why on Earth is there a toad jumping up the stairs? Please tell me it’s not for a special recipe.”
Mara and Gus looked at each other. “I didn’t see a toad,” Gus said, straight-faced. “Maybe the dog pushed you.” 
Mara elbowed him and he rolled his eyes. “It was probably a shadow. Shadows can be tricky that way,” Mara said, clearing her throat. 
Stacy gave Mara a funny look and turned toward the stairs for a final inspection. 
Mara turned back to Birdie. “Tillie’s my great-aunt. I’m Mara Stephens. And this is my friend, Gus. Tillie…”
Birdie held up a hand to cut her off. She tilted her head, as if listening. “Tillie is…dead?” Birdie rolled her eyes and said to the witch on the porch, “Lolly, have you ever heard of anything so irresponsible? Now what are we supposed to do?” 
Lolly shrugged.
“Aunt Tillie said we needed to be here, so you could have a full coven supporting you tonight.”
“I thought your Aunt Tillie was dead,” Stacy said, and then she lurched forward again as if something shoved her. 
“Seriously, what the heck?” Stacy twirled all the way around to see what was poking her. 
“She is dead,” Mara said, glancing at Birdie. “She just doesn’t let it stand in her way.”
Birdie turned and glared at Mara, eyeing her up and down. Then she eyed Gus. “There’s only one room set aside for Tillie. You’ll have to get a room at the motel on the interstate.”
“Please excuse my grandmother,” Stacy said to Mara. “It isn’t that she has no manners. She’s just been in a bad mood for thirty years.”
Mara hesitated, but Gus pushed her forward. “I’m not fussy. I’m willing to share. As long as she keeps her girl cooties away from me.”
Birdie snorted, eyeing Mara again. “You’re a poor substitute, but I suppose you’ll have to do.”
Stacy turned to Birdie and said, “She’ll have to do what?” 
Birdie looked at Stacy, exasperated. Then, as if it explained everything, she said, “Samhain.”



 
Chapter Four
Stacy Justice was pouring a shot of Jameson into her Aunt Lolly’s coffee cup when she noticed Mara eyeing her. They were about the same age and apparently came from the same kind of crazy, although Mara seemed to handle it better. Stacy envied that and she suddenly felt a kinship to the girl. Mara had soft eyes, but a determined set to her face, and Stacy thought they might get along well. 
“She doesn’t fully believe, but she’s close,” Tillie whispered into Mara’s ear. “Something must have steered her from the path.”
“No kidding,” Mara said to her aunt.
Stacy smiled nervously at her guest. “I know it may look strange, but whiskey actually keeps Lolly sharp. And apparently,” Stacy said, rolling her eyes, “we’ll be needing her at her best.”
Lolly downed the mug and went into the pantry.
“Where’s Gus?” Stacy asked.
“Still unpacking. He likes to have everything put away exactly where he wants it or his brain goes on strike. At least, that’s what he tells me.”
Thor trotted through the kitchen and slapped the back door with his huge paw. It was warm for this October night so the outer door was open and the screen was unlatched. It flung open and Thor trotted out the door. Stacy watched as it banged behind him. 
Mara laughed and said, “I need to teach my Dobermans to do that.”
Stacy put a cup of coffee in front of Mara and said, “Oh, I love Dobies. Smart dogs. I can’t take credit for Thor though, he came pre-trained.” She was about to sit down when she nearly doubled over, gripping her stomach, and then put her hand to her forehead. She closed her eyes and leaned against the table. Sweat poured from her. 
“Are you okay?” Mara rushed to Stacy’s side, careful not to touch her, lest she cause her more pain. She didn’t know what was going on, but she suspected it was about this weekend. The plan, as far as she knew, was dinner and then a midnight scrying session to get more information on the danger they were about to face. 
Suddenly, Stacy stood upright, her face set to pissed off and said, “I got it, Tillie! Now stop harassing me or I’ll…I’ll send you to a very dark, very cold place for all eternity!”
Stacy took a deep breath and said to Mara, “Geez I thought my grandmother and aunts were bad, but this one’s worse than even Birdie.” 
Then she went to the sink for a glass of water. She poured it and turned back to Mara. “Your aunt is kicking my ass.” She wiped her brow with a towel. 
“What did she say?” Mara asked. 
Stacy took a deep breath. “I can’t hear dead people. I only get feelings and images. From what I gather, I think she’s pushing me around because she’s afraid I’m going to miss or ignore or forget something in my vision. If you get the chance, please tell her the visions I get are photographic imprints on my mind.” She looked at Mara pointedly. “I never forget, so she can ease back on the kung-foo fighting.”
Mara smiled. “I’ll tell her. What was the vision?”
Stacy shuddered rather violently. “This is going to sound crazy–”
Mara interrupted her. “My whole life is about crazy. That toad you’ve been tripping over? His name is Grundleshanks. He’s dead. He travelled here with us, along with Aunt Tillie. And you’ve met Gus, right? There is nothing you can say to me that will make me think you’re crazy.”
The two women faced each other and Mara grabbed Stacy’s hand. Stacy opened her mouth to reply – but couldn’t. 
The lights brightened, nearly blinded them, and then, in a flash, the lights burst and sparks rained down on them. Then they were plunged into darkness.
A second later, the room was back normal, the lights were fine and it was calm. 
Mara looked at Stacy and dropped her hand. 
“You saw it! You captured my vision!” Stacy said. “I can see it in your eyes.”
Mara nodded. “Blackness and then shadows. Hills, valleys and then gaping nothingness.”
Stacy picked up the vision. “And torturous uncertainty, a vacuous void of pain and then loss…”
“A veil of tears.”
They looked at each other. 
“Do you know what it means?” Stacy asked.
Mara said, “Whatever is coming is bad.”
“I got that much,” Stacy said.
Mara closed her eyes, as if she was listening to someone. “We need to be prepared now. It’s going to start tonight.”
Stacy sighed, “Okay. Where do we start?”
Mara relaxed. “First, I have to ask. Can you really send aunt Tillie to a cold, dark place for all eternity?”
Stacy smiled. “No. But I can sing ‘Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall’ until she wants to go to one.”
Only Mara could hear Tillie say, “I heard that, punk.”



 
Chapter Five
The aroma of fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies filled the house. Gus and Mara joined Stacy, Birdie and Lolly in the parlor for tea and cookies while they waited for the rest of the coven to arrive.
From what Mara understood, most of the sworn coven resided miles away, but the town was filled with wannabe witches and on this night there was no time to waste so Birdie had made a few phone calls.
The door opened and the third Geraghty sister entered loaded down with shopping bags. She reminded Mara of Ann Margaret. 
“Fiona,” Birdie said. “Did you see any members of the coven?”
“Iris Merriweather and Gladys Sharp were both behind me. Gladys said she was bringing more supplies.” Fiona set the bags down and smiled wide at her guests.
After introductions and hugs, and tea all around, the front door opened again and a man walked in, carrying a large, black suitcase. His face was shadowed under his hat and more shadows oozed around him, like an oil slick.
He brushed past Fiona as he walked through the room, toward the check-in counter. Fiona’s face blanched and she set down her tea. 
Mara studied the man closely. He almost seemed more shadow than human. She glanced at Stacy, who was also watching the man, her face tight with a mixture of suspicion and revulsion.
“I made a reservation for two rooms.” He tipped his hat, but kept his eyes covered. “Henderson.”
Thor growled, deep in his throat, and Stacy placed a hand on his collar.
Birdie cleared her throat. “Of course. Your rooms are up the stairs, to the left. Will your wife be joining you soon?”
“I don’t have a wife,” he said. He turned, ascended the stairs. Then paused and said, “I have some rather large items out on the curb. Please have them placed in the second room.”
As the bedroom door above them opened and shut, Stacy turned to Birdie. “Sure, we’ll just strap the packages to Thor and haul them on up.”
“This is why women are always going to need men and men are completely self-sufficient,” Gus said. “I’ll go bring them in.”
“Don’t get too enamored with yourself. Men still need us to continue the gene pool,” Mara said.
“For now,” Gus replied, walking out of the house.
 “What the heck was that, Birdie?” Stacy turned to her grandmother, eyeing the upstairs.
“Trouble.” Birdie tightened her mouth.
“I don’t feel so good,” Fiona said, sitting down. Her face was white, and she was sweating.
Stacy shot Fiona a concerned look. 
Then she stood, Thor at her hip, as she said to Birdie, “Do you want me to get rid of him? I can tell him we found termites and we have to shut down. No wait, rats. Rats would be better. Or cockroaches.” 
Gus came back in, loaded down with packages and looking like a pack mule. “Keep your friends close, keep your enemies under your feet,” Gus muttered, as he schlepped up the stairs.
Mara closed her eyes, focusing on something. “He’s not the enemy,” she said, “but what he brings is.” 
“Packages get stolen all the time,” Stacy said. “We could toss whatever he’s bringing in the dumpster behind the bar.” 
“Too bad his bedroom faces the street,” Birdie said. “I’m sure he’s keeping a close eye on his baggage.”
“It’s not a literal package.” Mara sighed, relaxed, listening. “It’s more…what’s bringing him.” Her eyes snapped open. “He’s a vessel.” She turned and looked at Stacy. “My Aunt Tillie says that we’re going to need you.”
Suddenly, there was a thump. They all turned. Fiona had slid off the chair and onto the floor, unconscious.
Birdie and Lolly rushed over to their sister, feeling for a pulse.
“She’s still breathing.” Birdie’s face paled. “Wake up, Fiona. Come back here, right now.”
“I’ll call 9-1-1.” Stacy said, grabbing the phone.
Lolly looked up at her. “This isn’t medical,” she said. “It’s magic. Bad magic.”
As one, everyone turned and looked up the stairs, at Mr. Henderson’s door.
“Aunt Tillie,” Mara called out. “Can you tell us what’s wrong with Fiona?”
A fog coalesced around Fiona’s body. As it dissipated, Mara gasped.
“What are we dealing with?” Stacy asked, anxious. “Stroke? Heart attack? Should I call the paramedics?”
“It’s too late.” Mara looked over at Stacy, horrified. “Fiona’s soul is missing.”



 
Chapter Six
The next several hours were spent deep in preparation. Birdie had hauled out a specially-crafted and magically prepared ceremonial dagger for Stacy. A Seeker of Justice talisman, she called it. Mara and Gus left for a while, then returned with a sparkling crystal wand and a double-edged sword, both blessed by a local Native American shaman who had done battle with Soul Stealers in the past. Thanks to his advice, they also came back with a game plan and a warning.
“This is the only time of the year the Soul Stealer can roam the night undetected. Some people think he’s in costume, others just think he’s a shadow. Wherever he goes, there’s a rash of people falling into a coma, followed by death. It’s usually blamed on tainted candy,” Gus said, filling everyone in on the information he and Mara had been given by the Shaman.
Stacy shook her head, confused. “That’s why he’s doing it on Halloween? Because he can blame it on the candy?”
 “People are more vulnerable when they’re guising,” Gus replied.
“Otherwise known as wearing masks and costumes,” Mara explained. “It’s like they’re already sharing their body with whatever they’re dressed up as. It makes their souls that much easier to prey on.” 
“What does he do with the poor souls?” Lolly asked.
“Serves them as a wake-up snack to the Soul Eater,” Gus said, grimly. “Once the beast is fortified with the energy from those souls, the coming winter will be hell on earth. Literally.”
 
*
 
The aunts set big, full bowls of candy outside on the porch so they wouldn’t be disturbed during the evening’s work by intrepid trick-or-treaters. Deep in the basement, underneath the Geraghty Girls’ house, the full coven circled around a flaming cauldron. Fiona’s body lay by a large black cauldron, on a flocked air mattress, still unconscious. 
Mara, Stacy and Gus sat on the floor, forming an inner circle around Fiona and the cauldron. They were deep in meditation, preparing to enter a trance. Stacy held the dagger, Mara gripped the crystal wand and Gus wielded the sword. All three items were charged with an herbal mixture of toadflax (for hex-breaking), mugwort (for astral projection), dragon’s blood (for power) and myrrh (for protection). The three of them were so focused on what they were about to do, they were barely aware of what was happening in the rest of the room.
Forming a slightly larger circle around them, Birdie, Lolly and three of the coveners joined hands. The remaining seven members of the coven joined hands to form an outer circle around the entire grouping.
“We’re all clear on what we need to do, right?” Lolly asked. “The inner circle forms a layer of protection around the center. The outer ring is the battery, generating power and force.” 
Birdie’s face was stoic as she continued the instructions. “Stacy’s going to use her visions to locate Fiona’s soul. Mara’s going to create a portal between the visions and this dimension. Gus will travel with them to provide protection. Together, they’re going to retrieve the soul and send it back here.”
“We hope,” Lolly muttered.
Birdie glared at her, and then at everyone else. “I don’t want any screw-ups,” Birdie said forcefully. “This is a dangerous night. Lives will hang in the balance.”
Lolly nodded. Birdie signaled the coven and the outer ring started chanting and circling, around and around and around.
After a few minutes, the vibrations from the chanting shook the space and suddenly Mara, Gus and Stacy felt the floor drop out from under them. Then the ceiling cracked open, and their psyches separated from their bodies as they journeyed out into the depths of Halloween night.
When the motion stopped, they examined their surroundings. They were outside Mr. Henderson’s room, only the color scheme of the hallway was reversed somehow. The carpet was gold with navy vines instead of the other way around. The room number was owt rather than two, and the door knob was on the left instead of the right side of the door.
“He’s opened a portal,” Mara whispered behind Stacy. 
Stacy jumped. She hadn’t noticed Mara there a second ago.
“To where?” Stacy asked.
“Let’s find out.” Gus walked through the door and the girls followed. 
Henderson was nowhere in sight. But in the middle of the room, an immense black hole bubbled and oozed on the floor.
“Tartarus. The demon dimension. Oh, yeah. This is going to be a fun night,” Gus said. 
Mara sucked in a breath. “Has anything come through?”
Gus sniffed. “Nope. No smell of sulphur or brimstone. Yet. He must be out collecting souls.”
Stacy noticed a flyer for the big Halloween parade on the desk. “I think I know where he is.”
“I’m not leaving here. Not with that big mucking vortex on the floor.” Gus turned to the girls. “You two go without me. I’ll stay here and be the unwelcome wagon for whatever tries to come through that portal.” He swung his sword, as if he was cleaving a demon in half.
Mara and Stacy weren’t keen on leaving Gus to deal with demons on his own, but they had no time to argue. Stacy grabbed Mara’s hand, clamped her eyes shut and concentrated on conjuring the image of the street in front of the library. Everyone was going to walk from there to the park after the parade, for food, drink and festivities. 
Stacy’s breath came in long waves as she focused. Finally, the room faded. Then it ceased to exist. Suddenly Stacy was in front of the library. This time, she felt Mara squeezing through the vision with her. 
They looked around them in horror, at costumed bodies scattered on the ground, surrounded by anxious and grief-stricken family and friends. In the distance, the sound of sirens wailed through the night. 
“I see him. He’s ahead of us,” Mara yelled, and started to run. Stacy followed, hand on her dagger, past the fallen trick-or-treaters. 
As they darted through the parade route, Stacy saw the shadowy Mr. Henderson touch someone briefly. As he did, he pulled a glowing, filmy substance from the person’s body and stuffed it into his coat pocket. 
“Is that what I think it is?!” Stacy asked, shocked.
Mara spoke rapidly as she ran. “Those are the souls he’s stealing for the Soul Eater. We can’t let him get back to the B&B. Gus won’t be able to take on both the Soul Stealer and the Soul Eater by himself. And once the Soul Eater is fed …”
“Hell on earth. Got it,” Stacy said, quickly drawing the dagger out of its sheath and accidentally lopping a jack-o-lantern head off a store display. Pumpkin guts splattered through the girls’ astral bodies and onto the sidewalk.
 
*
 
Outside the park festival, they finally caught up to Mr. Henderson. At first, he looked shocked to see Stacy. 
Then he sneered. “You can’t touch me, Seeker. I am not bound to this plane.” His lip curled over his teeth, exposing yellowed fangs. “But I can touch you.”
As he reached out to her, Stacy took a deep breath, focused all her belief into the dagger and swung it over her head to cast a circle of protection. Then she sliced it right through Henderson’s arm. 
Stacy felt a moment of panic, thinking that it hadn’t worked. His arm was still attached, as if she had never cut him. But when he touched her … nothing happened. 
The Soul Stealer looked down at his hand, perplexed for a few beats. It was limp.
While the Soul Stealer was distracted, Mara jumped at the opportunity. With her crystal wand, she snagged souls from the Stealer’s pocket as fast as she could, flinging them into the wind with an incantation to send them home.
“You will pay for that. You will both pay!” His face twisted in rage. “You think you’ve won, but I only need one soul to bring Him forth.” 
He threw a handful of powder on the ground and the flash momentarily blinded both Stacy and Mara.
“Fiona!” Stacy cried as they coughed and struggled through the smoke. 
 Once they could see again, Henderson was gone. 
“Back to the B&B. That’s the only place he could have gone,” Mara said.
Stacy grabbed Mara and focused on the B&B.
When they materialized in Mr. Henderson’s room, he was chanting and swaying over Gus, who was pinned to the floor by an invisible force, the sword just out of his reach. 
“You’re too late,” the Soul Stealer announced, sensing their presence.
“Wrong, shitbag,” Gus said, pulling the words out from deep within him. His fingers reached, stretching themselves to the breaking point, but were just short.
Stacy drew her dagger and approached Mr. Henderson from one end of the vortex. Mara circled from the other side, a tight grip on her wand.
Mr. Henderson chanted faster, sweat pouring down his face. But the work the coven was doing in the basement was interfering with his attempt to destroy Gus and pull the Soul Eater through the vortex.
Mr. Henderson grabbed Fiona’s soul from his pocket and gave the women a menacing look.
“Fiona!” Stacy cried.
“Don’t come any closer!” he shouted. “Or I drop her in the vortex for the Soul Eater to consume.”
While he was focused on Stacy, Mara lunged and snatched Fiona’s soul with her wand. But as she did, Mr. Henderson grabbed Mara with his good hand, and lifted her in the air. He dangled her spirit over the abyss like a rag doll.
“I think the Soul Eater will like you even better.” Mr. Henderson laughed, in a hollow, booming voice.
Mara squeaked, hurling Fiona’s spirit and the wand to Stacy. “Take her back to the coven! Hurry!”
Stacy caught the wand, the filmy gossamer pulsating on the crystal. “I can’t leave you!”
“You have to!” Mara gasped as she struggled against Mr. Henderson. “Use the wand to get Fiona’s soul back in her body.”
Stacy closed her eyes and focused on the gathering in the basement. She recalled the incantation Mara had used at the park and she started chanting it under her breath. When she opened her eyes, Fiona’s body was on the floor in front of her, slumped over, unconscious. 
“He’s got Mara and Gus!” Stacy screamed. “They need more power!” Then Stacy used the wand to fling the shimmery gossamer web at her aunt’s chest. Fiona stirred, color and warmth rushing into her skin. But Mara’s and Gus’s bodies were starting to turn blue.
Stacy was dizzy, but she had to concentrate for one last astral trip. She had to go back for Mara and Gus.
Henderson’s room fizzled into focus, but just barely. Stacy could see Mara punching and biting and kicking Henderson as he throttled her. He seemed to be enjoying the challenge, but when Stacy made it all the way through, into his room, he growled and lifted Mara high over the gaping, bubbling black vortex.
“No!” Stacy screamed.
Mr. Henderson let go, laughing. 
Stacy leapt over the vortex. The force of her charge knocked Mara from the center of the vortex and sent her flying across the room.
 As Stacy landed on the other side of the vortex, she plunged her dagger into Mr. Henderson’s stomach. 
The ephemeral blade shimmered, then flashed like a lightning jolt as it entered him.
He stumbled, then laughed maniacally. “You can’t hurt me, Seeker. I am immortal.”
“You have to sever the connection!” Mara yelled.
“What?!” As Stacy evaded the Soul Stealer, she kicked the sword towards Gus’s outstretched hand.
As soon as his fingers closed around the sword’s hilt, Gus was able to throw off the enchantment that the Soul Stealer had laid on him. He roared up off the floor and yelled, “Cut his head off!” 
Gus let out a warrior yell as he aimed at Henderson’s neck. Then in one sweep, he leapt in a twisting motion and sliced the sword right through Henderson’s spinal column, and landed on his feet. 
Stacy halfway expected blood and tissue and body fluids to spurt from Henderson, but that’s not at all what the three of them saw. 
What they saw was a white light, like a fourth of July sparkler, popping out from every angle. 
Then Mr. Henderson’s body slumped to the floor, unconscious, and the vortex immediately sucked into itself and disappeared. 
Stacy, Mara and Gus looked at each other and then they were forcibly yanked out of the room and back to the basement.
 
*
 
The three of them spluttered back to consciousness, to see Birdie dumping out pitchers of ice water on them.
“Knock it off,” Stacy snapped.
Lolly grinned. “Good to have you back, toots. You three took long enough.”
Birdie interrupted. “Did you finish it?”
Stacy nodded.
Fiona yawned and sat up. “I’m starving. Who wants coffee and pumpkin pie?”
Lolly giggled and hugged her sister.
Mara, Stacy and Gus looked at each other, then got up and raced up the stairs to check on their conquest.
Mr. Henderson was laying on the floor, where they had left him, sound asleep. 
The three of them backed out of the room and quietly closed the door. The hallway was back to it’s original state. The room number read two. 
 
*
 
Mr. Henderson came down early the next morning, disconcerted and unsure of where he was and how he had arrived there. The only thing he wanted to do was to go home. So Mara, Stacy and Gus helped packed up his clothes and got rid of his magical accoutrements – which he didn’t seem to remember as belonging to him, anyway – and then Birdie shipped him off in a taxi.
The daily paper carried a story of how a number of trick-or-treaters must have gotten hold of some contaminated cider. After spending the night in the hospital, they had all been released, healthy as ever. 
As Mara and Gus packed, Fiona happily cooked up a feast with Birdie. The entire coven was going to come over for a thank-you lunch. It would have been dinner, but since Mara and Gus had a long drive ahead of them, it was bumped up to lunch, so they could stay for it. Afterward, Mara and Gus left the Geraghty Girls’ B&B amid hugs and laughter. 
As Mara was about to get in the car, Stacy ran up and gave her a small statue of a Great Dane that looked just like Thor.
“So you always remember us!” Stacy whispered in Mara’s ear as Mara hugged her.
“As if I could ever forget!” Mara whispered back. 
Suddenly, Stacy lurched forward and then tripped, falling into Mara. 
Mara caught her and laughed. “I think Grundleshanks and Aunt Tillie are trying to say goodbye.”
“Your aunt…!” Stacy shook her head in exasperation.
“I know,” Mara said. “She’ll be the death of all of us. But hopefully, not today!”
And as easily as that, the two witches cemented their friendship, forming a bond that would last a lifetime—and beyond.
The End
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CATS AND DOGS
by
JL Bryan
 
“Did he eat anything unusual?” the vet asked. The vet’s bushy white eyebrows like cotton balls, which were a little high on his forehead, gave him the look of being surprised at all times.
“Not that I know of,” Sadie said. She petted Domino on the head. The golden lab mix didn’t even raise his head from the exam table.
“Vomiting?” the vet asked. “Any other sign of illness?”
“Nothing like that. He just lays around quietly. He used to get crazy and cheerful every time I walked in the door. Or when I poured his food. Now he’s just not interested.”
The vet shook his head. “There’s nothing wrong with him medically. The tests came back negative for everything.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Sadie asked.
“I can’t find one,” the vet said. “Just keep watching him for any symptoms.”
“Thanks,” Sadie said. That was a waste of three hundred bucks, she thought.
She walked Domino out to the car. He moved lethargically, as he’d been doing for more than a week. She had to physically lift him into the passenger seat of her bright yellow truck. He wasn’t elderly, and according to the vet, he wasn’t sick, but clearly something was wrong with him. He used to leap up into the truck wagging his tail and ready for adventure.
She walked around to the driver’s side door. The stenciled text on the door read ATLANTIC LOCKSMITH: RESIDENTIAL / COMMERCIAL. Her father had picked the name ‘Atlantic’ for his shop so that it would be among the first in the phonebook. It wasn’t much of an advantage in the age of the Internet, though.
She climbed inside.
“Ready to go for a ride, Domino?” Sadie asked.
He flicked his tail once, without much enthusiasm.
She drove him home. Her house was narrow but three stories high, located in a tree-lined neighborhood that was nearly as old as the city of Savannah itself. It had been in her family for generations, but now Sadie lived there alone, since her father had passed several years ago and her mom had decided to move into a retirement community on the Gulf Coast.
She let Domino off his leash as soon as they were inside the picket fence. He peed on a rose bush by the front walk, and slowly climbed the steps to the front door.
Inside, she fed both Domino and her chubby, longhaired black cat, Elektra. When the afternoon cooled to evening, she took the dog for their usual walk along the sidewalk. They went four blocks, then turned back.
On the way home, she passed Mrs. Bartleby working in her garden. Lots of the neighbors disliked Mrs. Bartleby because of her excessive yard art—windmills, a giant bug welded from old gardening tools, countless birdhouses that stayed crowded with chirping winged visitors all year.
“Hi there!” Mrs. Bartleby said, as chipper as the birds and squirrels scampering all around her. Her long gray hair swirled in the breeze. “How’s little Domino?”
“Not great,” Sadie said. “He’s acting sick, but the vet says nothing’s wrong.”
“Oh, dear.” Mrs. Bartleby opened her wrought-iron gate and patted Domino’s head while she knelt beside him. Domino’s tail swished a couple of times, the biggest sign of life he’d given all day. “What’s wrong with you, little fellow? Are you sad?”
Sadie was beginning to wish she hadn’t said anything. Mrs. Bartleby was crazy about animals.
“Has anything happened to upset him?” Mrs. Bartleby asked.
“No, just our usual routine.”
“Hmm.” She looked Domino in the eyes. “Sometimes they tell you what’s wrong … if you listen close enough.”
“He hasn’t said a word,” Sadie joked, but Mrs. Bartleby didn’t even give the joke a polite smile.
“There may be problems that veterinarians aren’t trained to see,” Mrs. Bartleby said.
“I’m sure he’ll be fine. Come on, Domino, stop bugging the neighbors.”
“Oh, he’s not any trouble at all, are you, little guy?” Mrs. Bartleby stood up. “I do hope he feels better.”
“He will. Won’t you, Domino?”
Domino didn’t respond.
“Have a nice day, Mrs. Bartleby,” Sadie said.
“You, too, dear.”
Sadie hurried Domino along. Back at home, he sat on the couch next to the snoring cat and watched Sadie do her yoga video. Sadie made herself a salad. She took a long, quiet bath, with Handel playing softly on the stereo. Then she went to bed.
Monday morning, she was back at work, designing a set of ornate locks for a big old mansion on Abercorn Street. She’d inherited the shop and the trade from her father. When she was a little girl, she’d watched him, fascinated as he took locks apart and put them back together. She’d thought he solved puzzles for a living, and it looked like a great job.
She closed early to take care of a service call, a man who’d locked himself out of his car at the grocery store.
She’d only been home long enough to feed her pets when the doorbell rang. Sadie sighed to see her eccentric neighbor from down the street.
“Hello, Mrs. Bartleby,” Sadie said as she opened the door. She hoped the lady wasn’t here to ask more questions about Domino, who hadn’t improved at all.
“Hi, dear! How is your dog?”
“Oh, still a little mopey. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
“Goodness. Well, I’ll be out of town for a couple of weeks, and I was hoping I could bribe you to keep my birdhouses filled. The birds do depend on their feed.”
“I’m not sure–”
“I can just leave the seed bags on the front porch,” Mrs. Bartleby said. “I don’t think anyone would steal birdseed, do you?”
“I guess not.”
“Just refill them a couple of times,” Mrs. Bartleby said. She held out what looked like a dozen large peanut butter cookies, wrapped in cellophane. “There are cookies in it for you.”
“Oh … I’m trying to avoid carbs, but thank you. I’ll feed the birds, though.”
“These cookies won’t hurt.” Mrs. Bartleby pressed them into Sadie’s hand. “They’re kinship cookies.”
“Friendship cookies?”
“Kinship. They bring people together. And animals. They might help you understand your dog better.”
Sadie just stared at her, thinking that old Mrs. Bartleby might have crossed the line from ‘eccentric’ to ‘crazy’. 
“Just eat one a day, no more,” Mrs. Bartleby said. “Then see if you can’t sort out what’s ailing poor Domino.”
“Okay … thanks.” Sadie forced a smile. “I’m sure they’re delicious.”
“Oh, they are. But the taste won’t be as rewarding as the sensitivity you’ll have to your dog’s needs.”
“Right,” Sadie said. The conversation seemed to have backed into a corner. “Well, thanks again.”
“You won’t forget my birds, will you?” Mrs. Bartleby asked.
“No, ma’am.”
“I do appreciate it so much.” Mrs. Bartleby said.
“Have a nice trip.”
“I certainly will, knowing my birds are in the care of an animal lover like you.”
Sadie smiled and nodded while the old lady walked away, then she locked her front door and headed for the kitchen.
“Well, I think she’s gone certifiable, Domino,” Sadie said. The dog didn’t even look up as Sadie stepped over him to place the cookies on the kitchen counter.
 She didn’t eat any of the cookies. She did make herself a quick spinach and mushroom omelet, then she ate alone in front of the TV and went to bed early.
The next day, she was kept late at work by a sluggish middle-aged man who spent almost two hours deciding between two small, nearly identical office safes. While he deliberated—pausing frequently to regale Sadie about his struggles with irritable bowel syndrome—she could only think of poor Domino at home. He was probably hungry, in desperate need of a pee, and wondering where Sadie was.
When she finally did get home, Domino wasn’t in his usual place in the foyer waiting for her. Nor did he run up to greet her or demand food. Sadie heard mysterious scurrying in the kitchen.
“Domino?” she asked, putting her purse onto the small table by the front door. “Domino? Elektra? Anybody home?”
She followed the sounds to the kitchen.
“Domino, you didn’t get into the trash again, did you?” she asked as she walked through the door.
She gasped at what she saw.
Domino was on the floor, his head flat on the cool tiles. Pieces of torn cellophane, shredded ribbon, and peanut-butter-colored crumbs were all around him. Elektra was perched on the counter, licking her paw.
“Domino, did you eat those cookies?” Sadie asked. “That’s not good for you! Bad dog!”
“I’m sorry!” Domino whined. “I was hungry, hungry, hungry. And there was nothing in the bowl!”
Sadie stared at him, her mouth hanging open.
“It was the cat’s idea!” Domino said. “She knocked them off the counter for me to rip open. And she ate one, too!”
“No, I didn’t!” Elektra replied. Then the cat’s eyes grew wide and she clapped a paw over her mouth.
“Uh … when did you two start talking?” Sadie asked.
“We always talk!” Domino said. “I say, ‘Feed me!’ or ‘Walk me!’ or ‘I need to pee!’. Which, by the way, I really, really need to do. Should I just use the pee room with the big machines?”
“The laundry room?” Sadie asked. “You’re not supposed to pee there.”
“I thought it was the indoor pee room.”
“That explains why I’m always cleaning up after you,” Sadie said.
“I told you, you’re supposed to use the box,” Elektra said to the dog. “Then bury it. Like this.” Elektra swiped her paw on the counter a few times.
“But I can’t fit in the box!” Domino protested.
“This is crazy,” Sadie said, shaking her head. She scooped up the torn fragments of cellophane and ribbon and tossed them in the trash. “How can you talk? Was it these cookies from Mrs. Bartleby? It had to be.”
“Cookies?” Domino’s ears perked up.
“Don’t get excited, you already ate them all.”
“Oh.” His ears flattened.
“Domino, go get your leash. I think we need to take a walk down to Mrs. Bartleby’s. Right now!”
“Okay, okay, I need to pee pretty, pretty bad,” Domino said. “Unless you want me to go in the indoor pee room.”
“There is no indoor pee room!” Sadie said.
Domino slunk out of the room and returned with the leash in his mouth. Sadie hooked it to his collar, then she looked at the cat.
“Elektra, do you want to come for a walk with us?”
“A walk?” Elektra jumped down from the counter and padded toward the living room, swishing her thick tail. “Hmph. It’s almost time for seventh-nap. A walk. Are you crazy?”
Elektra hopped onto the couch and curled up.
“Come on, Domino.” Sadie walked him to the front door.
“Oh, please, please, please!” Domino said. “I need to pee, pee, pee!”
Outside, Domino hurried down the steps, hoisted his leg, and peed all over an azalea.
“Oh, that’s a huge relief,” Domino sighed.
“Could you try not talking until we get to Mrs. Bartleby’s?”
“I could try, yeah,” Domino replied as they continued down the front walk to the little gate. “How am I doing so far? Am I keeping quiet? Am I, am I, am I?”
“Try harder,” Sadie said.
As they walked down the sidewalk, Sadie saw a man jogging toward them from the opposite direction, wearing black shorts and a tank top. Her pulse raced. She didn’t know who he was, but she’d seen him jogging around the neighborhood the last couple of months. He looked about her own age, early thirties, and really filled out his skimpy jogging clothes nicely. He was tan and on the muscular side, with dark eyes and hair.
“Hey, it’s that guy you like!” Domino shouted. “Don’t be shy! Go right up and sniff his butt!”
“Quiet!” Sadie said, blushing. She hoped the guy hadn’t heard anything. She smiled as he jogged by, and he smiled back and waved. Sadie noticed he was wearing headphones, and she felt relieved.
She hurried Domino down the sidewalk.
“How did you know I like that guy?” Sadie whispered.
“That’s obvious!”
“How obvious?”
“Well, every time you see him, your heartbeat gets faster, you always fumble whatever you’re doing, and you smell like mating-time.”
“I smell like what?”
“You know. Like puppy-making.”
“Let’s break off this conversation,” Sadie said. She reached the wrought-iron gate to Mrs. Bartleby’s front yard, but then she saw the bags of birdseed on the front porch and began to worry.
“No, no!” Sadie opened the gate and led Domino into the yard. He barked at all the birds, sending blue jays and cardinals flying. Sadie hurried to the front door, pressed the bell. When no response came, she pounded on the door.
“You can’t be out of town yet!” Sadie shouted. “Come on!”
Then she saw the note taped to the closest bag of birdseed. It was from Mrs. Bartleby, thanking Sadie for filling the birdfeeders while she was gone.
Sadie sat down on the porch steps, her shoulders slumping.
“What are we going to do, Domino?” she asked.
“You could drop some food on the floor and I could scramble after it,” he replied. “That’s always fun.”
“But I have to talk to Mrs. Bartleby and ask her about those cookies.”
“Cookies?” Domino’s ears perked up.
“Again, I’m talking about the ones you already ate. Mrs. Bartleby said they would help me understand you better.”
“Me?” Domino’s tail wagged.
“Yeah, you’ve been acting so sad or sick or something, the vet said you were okay … so what is wrong with you? Are you unhappy lately?”
“Oh, sure. I’m at home with cat all day, and she doesn’t like to play fetch … or play anything, really. And you’re gone, and there’s nothing for me to do.”
“I’m sorry, Domino.” She rubbed his head. “I have to work or we wouldn’t have anywhere to live. Or anything to eat.”
“Mr. Johnson’s trash can is full of good things to eat! But you never let me into it.”
“Leave his trash can alone. What can I do to make you happier?”
“I don’t know. Change up these boring walks a little. I’ve smelled all there is to smell along here. Can’t we go somewhere new?”
“Sure. Do you want to go to the dog park tomorrow?”
“The dog park! Yeah, yeah, yeah! The dog park! The dog park!” Domino ran in circles, wagging his tail.
“Okay, relax! We’ll go tomorrow. Let’s fill these bird feeders and get home.” Sadie shook her head. “Are you really talking to me? Are you sure I’m not crazy?”
“You’re crazy if you don’t grab a snack from Mr. Johnson’s trash can.”
When she was done feeding the birds, Sadie walked Domino back home. He chattered away the whole time, commenting on the smell of each mailbox, and what other dogs in the neighborhood had been eating.
At home, Elektra the cat was lying on her back on the couch, snoring. She opened one eye when they returned.
“Where’s my catnip?” Elektra asked. “You used to buy me those nice cans of catnip, and now you never do.”
“Sorry, Elektra,” Sadie said. “I didn’t know you missed it that much.”
“It helps me cope with the stress of my life,” Elektra said. Then she closed her eye and went back to sleep.
The next day, the pets were still talking. After work, Sadie loaded Domino into her truck and headed for the dog park.
“You have to be cool,” Sadie told the dog as they drove. “Don’t talk to anyone. Keep this talking thing between us, okay?”
“Blaaaaaaaaar!” Domino said. That was the sound he made when he leaned his head out of the truck, letting the wind fill his mouth.
“I’m serious, Domino!”
“Huh? Yeah! Whatever you say!” Domino wagged his tail.
 They reached the dog park, which was really not more than a long walk from her house, but she’d been afraid of all the trouble her talking dog might cause along the way. Fortunately, there were no other cars on the parking lot. Unfortunately, she saw one person inside the chain-link fence—her mystery neighbor, Mr. Tall, Dark and Jogging himself. He played fetch with a red-and-white Boston terrier.
“Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy!” Domino’s tail whipped while he scrabbled at the door, eager to get out.
“Remember what I said? No talking!”
“Sure, sure, sure!”
“I’m serious, Domino.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah!”
Sadie reluctantly got out of the truck and walked Domino to the dog park gate, while he strained against her. She felt a little guilty for not bringing him here more often, when it was so close. She usually felt too exhausted after work. It was hard running an independent business, even a small one like the shop she’d inherited.
Inside the gate, she let Domino off his leash, and he shot across the grassy turf to play with the Boston terrier. The little dog was completely focused on the tennis ball in his owner’s hand.
“Look, Crafty, you’ve got a little friend,” Handsome Jogger Guy said. “Who wants to fetch?”
Domino, to his credit, didn’t answer. The man threw the ball to the fair end of the fenced park, and both dogs took off after it.
“Don’t I know you?” the man asked Sadie.
“I think you live in my neighborhood.” Sadie offered him a small, nervous smile. “You jog.”
“It’s an annoying habit,” he said. “My name’s Art.”
“I’m Sadie.”
The dogs returned, and the Boston terrier had the tennis ball gripped the ball in her mouth.
“Good girl,” Art said. He threw the ball for them again.
“She’s a cute dog,” Sadie said. “Good at fetching.”
“Boston terriers don’t care about anything but getting you to throw the ball,” Art told her. “I always tell Crafty to stop trying to make fetch happen.”
Sadie laughed, and he threw the ball for the eager dogs again.
“How long have you lived here?” Sadie asked.
“About four months now,” he said. “I went to Savannah College of Art about ten years and two lifetimes ago. Good times. I still miss them. How about you?”
“I grew up in my house,” Sadie said. “My family’s been here forever.”
“Ah, a townie.”
“Yes, Mr. Art-school-hipster,” she said. “Wait. You went to art school, and your name is Art?”
“I’m an artist named Art. And I think I’ve heard every joke that can be derived from that basic situation,” he said with a grin. “You’re free to try me, though.”
“No fair!” Domino shouted, chasing Crafty as she ran back towards Art. “Hey, mister, your dog won’t share the ball ever!”
Art stared at Domino. He ignored Crafty as she dropped the ball at his feet, wagging her tail.
“Domino, hush!” Sadie said.
“Sorry!” Domino said.
“I’m pretty sure your dog is talking,” Art said. “Am I right about that?”
“Yeah, um, she just started. It’s a … medical condition?”
Art picked up the ball and held it toward Domino.
“Hey, boy,” he said. “Do you want the ball?”
“I sure do!” Domino wagged his tail.
“Do you want to fetch? Fetch?” Art asked.
“Oh boy, oh boy, I do!” Domino said, turning in circles.
“Go fetch!” Art threw the ball, and both dogs chased it.
“I’m surprised you’re not a little more freaked out,” Sadie said. “I know I am.”
“I should be. I’m just a more accustomed to talking dogs than most people. I draw Rex and Snarky.”
“What’s that?”
“Don’t you get the newspaper?”
“No, I just read the news online,” Sadie told him.
“Ah! I hate when people say that. Before you know it, there won’t be any more newspapers. And that means no more comics page.”
“Oh, it’s a comic strip!” Sadie said.
“Not a very well-marketed one, apparently,” Art said.
“Sorry, I didn’t know!”
“And what do you do?” he asked. “Brilliant animal trainer?”
“Nope. I’m a locksmith.”
“You’re kidding.”
“What? Is that weirder than drawing the Sunday funnies?”
“I just don’t know many female locksmiths,” Art said.
“How many locksmiths do you know?”
“Good point. So, do you ever think about turning to a life of crime?”
“What do you mean?”
“A locksmith would make a great burglar.”
“That’s true,” Sadie said. “I could sneak into your house and you’d never know I was there.”
“I would know,” Art said. “I think I’d notice a pretty girl and a talking dog in my house. So … how did he start talking?”
Sadie told him about Mrs. Bartleby and the cookies.
“So she’s a witch,” Art said.
“No! She’s very nice.”
“Aren’t there good witches?”
Sadie shrugged.
“I don’t really know about witches,” Sadie said. “But she definitely has something going on.”
Domino and Crafty trotted back, moving slower now and panting. Crafty managed to pant while still gripping the tennis ball in her little mouth.
“The dogs look tired,” he said.
“Yeah.” Sadie bit her lip. She was ready to spend a little more time with Art the artist. She wasn’t in the mood to go home and be alone again.
“You like Thai food?” Art asked.
“I do. There’s a great place—”
“—right around the corner,” Art said. “I guess there’s not much I can introduce you to in this town.”
“There may be a few things,” Sadie said. “But you’ll have to try harder than that.”
“I was thinking we could drop the dogs off and get a quick dinner, if you’re not too busy,” Art said. “We can leave the dogs in my yard.”
“That would be nice,” Sadie said, trying to keep her smile under control. “For the dogs, I mean. Domino needs somebody to play with.”
“Everybody does,” Art said, and Sadie couldn’t stop herself from blushing.
The End
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THE TROUBLE WITH SPELLS
by
Camilla Chafer
 
The further away Seren Winterstorm was from her sister, the weaker she felt the pull of the invisible bonds that inexplicably bound them together. It didn’t hurt, but it was uncomfortable and it made her fidget in her seat then clasp and unclasp her hands because she always had the feeling that she should be actively clinging on to the connection, not just allowing it to weaken. She and Étoile separated often – they were adults after all – but it didn’t get any easier, especially after everything they had gone through recently in helping to protect their friend Stella and solve a mystery that they’d found themselves in the middle of. Seren was thoroughly looking forward to a few days free of mystery, she just wasn’t sure if mystery could do without her.
David, her boyfriend and fellow witch, flashed his eyes from the coastal road to look at her. “You okay, honey?” he asked.
“I can feel my link to Étoile weakening,” Seren replied, her mouth twitching into what she hoped was a reassuring smile. David wasn’t convinced. He never was. They’d known each other for years and years but the relationship was a relatively new thing. He’d always been able to see through her though. She kinda liked that.
“You’ll be together again soon…and there’s this great invention called the telephone.”
“Funny.” David knew she and Étoile would struggle to use their telepathy the more distance was put between them. They could message each other all right, but it would be like a telegram with silent staccato pauses standing in for ‘stop’ every few words. It was hardly worth the bother. They’d long ago agreed that distance telepathy should be used as an emergency line only.
Strangely, standing alongside the bond Seren shared with Étoile was a newer connection. Where the bond to Étoile was viscous, like a length of invisible ribbon, even over distance, this one was gossamer fine, like a pulled thread. Once, years ago, it had been stronger, all their connections had been stronger, and Seren knew that their third, and very troubled sister, Astra, had come back ‘online’. All three of them had been strong once, intrinsically connected, not just as sisters but as sister witches. Seren wasn’t sure if this new – no, this re-connection was welcome or not considering Astra wasn’t exactly the most responsible witch. She hadn’t mentioned it to David—not yet anyway. She would have to call Étoile soon and ask her what she thought about it.
For now though, she would put aside her sisterly niggles and focus on what she was really looking forward to—seeing her mom and dad again. With all the problems in their supernaturally strange world, Seren hadn’t had a lot of time for home visits. Now all she could think about was ice-cold mojitos on the porch, her mom’s fabulous cooking and the enormous amount of family and town gossip that would be heaped on her the moment she stepped through the garden gate. And she would finally get to introduce David to the rest of her larger-than-life magical family. Poor man. He really didn’t know what was about to hit him.
 
*
 
Several hours, three pit stops and a few whinges later, and Seren’s stomach was doing merry flips as they rounded the corner onto Ocean Lane. David had barely braked when she was pushing the car door open and jumping onto the sidewalk, breathing in a lungful of salty sea air, her face turned upwards to the bright blue sky then down to sweep a look over the Winterstorm abode. It was an odd house, added to here and there to become a mishmash of white clapboard punctuated by large windows, a couple of round portholes and a series of stained glass square windows lighting one side in swathes of color. One generation had had the fanciful idea of adding an extension that was topped with a hexagonal room from which rose a turret, a weathervane whirling on top. It was spinning and spinning, even though there was barely a breeze. Despite its unconventional structure, it was an elegant house – slightly odd, bizarrely aristocratic, and utterly Winterstorm.
Behind her, Seren heard David’s door open and close and then he was beside her, his arm snaking around her waist. She looked up at him and blew a kiss. He was nervous, she could tell, and she didn’t want him to be. Yes, a lot of stories were told about the Winterstorms because they were an old and powerful family, but Seren wanted him to see that they were her parents, first and foremost, and that it wasn’t all spells and magic. Well, not entirely, anyway.
“Seren!” The voice seemed to come from somewhere inside the house, which amplified it and sent it shooting across the porch towards them. It was almost like the house was welcoming her home, except at that moment the screen door banged open and her mother came barrelling down the steps and sprinted along the path, meeting them at the gate. Her eyes were wild, wilder than normal, and she had the panicked expression of someone who had just done something awful and wasn’t quite sure how to explain it. A moment later Laura Winterstorm had wiped the panic from her face and gave them a brilliant smile instead. “Darling!”
Seren peered at her suspiciously. “What’s wrong, Mom?”
“Nothing,” replied Laura breezily, thrusting a hand towards David and shaking his enthusiastically. “You must be David. So pleased to meet you. I’ve heard nice things about you so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume they’re all true.”
Don’t mention his scar, Mom, thought Seren. The long scar that dissected his handsome face was a sore point with David. Seren could have fixed it back when it was fresh – she had some healing powers – but he steadfastly refused to let her. It was as if he was wearing it like some kind of badge of honor. It was faded now, a pinkish line, but it was still there and finally she’d just accepted that she had to let the matter drop. David would work it out in his own time.
Pleasantries, such as they were, out of the way, Laura kept a firm grip on the gate, even when Seren very decisively reached forward and gave it a push. “Okay, just tell us. What did you do?” Seren hoped she didn’t sound as weary and as resigned as she felt. So much for a welcome homecoming. So much for hope of that ice-cold mojito that had kept her going for the last hour of their drive. 
“Why would you think I did something?” Laura looked chagrined, and a shade guilty.
Seren narrowed her eyes. “Let us in, then.” She gave the gate another push but it didn’t budge one bit under Laura’s grip.
“Well, I…”
“Spit it out, Mom, we don’t want to stand here all day.”
Laura took a large breath and exhaled slowly, the brilliant smile—now slightly manic with effort—sliding off her face as she rolled her eyes. Her shoulders slumped and the gate opened, just a crack. “I suppose I should tell you everything.”
Seren pushed through and reached out for David’s hand, tugging him after her and looked at her mother expectantly.
“I cast a little spell.” Laura held up her thumb and forefinger, an inch of space between the two, and grimaced. “It backfired and now…oh, you better see for yourselves.” 
Behind Laura, David raised his eyebrows and Seren sighed. Her mother should have known better than to practise spell casting. She wasn’t that sort of magic. The Winsterstorm women were magic through and through. It seemed it ran in their veins, it was in their hearts and souls, it was in everything that they did. Yet Laura had always had a strange fascination with spell casting, possibly because her husband Byron, Seren’s father, was a spell casting warlock of extraordinary power. Unfortunately, Laura had never quite got the hang of spells and what she intended to happen invariably didn’t.
Laura streamed ahead of them, her long velvet skirt swirling around her feet, leaving Seren and David to hurry in her wake. They went through the hallway, all jutting angles and doors, straight on through the archway that led in to the dining room and beyond that, another doorway that led in to the big old kitchen. Off to one side was the room where Byron mixed potions for his spells. The door was usually kept firmly shut, mostly to keep Laura out. Today it was wide open and a billow of smoke plumed through the doorway then split and snaked away, propelling itself through the house. 
Laura paused on the threshold and pulled a face. “I read the instructions,” she sighed, beckoning them inside. “It should have made a simple charm, but I started saying things I didn’t even recognize, then the smoke started appearing and it…”
Seren wasn’t sure she wanted to ask, but she did anyway. “It what?”
“It started talking.”
“Talking?” David said skeptically, like an echo. “With a voice?”
“Smoke can’t do telepathy. Doesn’t have a brain, see?” replied Laura, smartly. She stepped inside Byron’s lab and beckoned for them to follow. 
“What on earth made you try to make a charm?” Seren batted away a thick cloud of smoke and peered towards the big worktable. Spread over it was a variety of tubes and bottles, packets of dried herbs and fresh cuttings.
“Why wouldn’t I? I wanted to do something nice for your visit.” Laura flicked a hand at the pestle and mortar surrounded by debris. “But it didn’t quite work out the way I intended. I wouldn’t have summoned a…monster.”
Seren turned to David, a quizzical look on her face. What on earth could her mother have gotten into this time? David wasn’t watching Seren though. His eyes had taken on that glazed look he got whenever he was concentrating hard and his lips were moving, though no sound came out. Seren waited while he finished casting his spell then coughed politely and held up the box.
David frowned and shook his head. “There was a compulsion spell,” he said. “As soon as your mother said the first line of the spell she was under its power. It was designed to make sure that she finished the real charm that was activated. She wouldn’t have been able to do anything else, no matter what happened.”
“Why would someone do that?” asked Seren.
David stepped to one side as another cloud of smoke separated and swept through the doorway on its way to who knew where. “More importantly, what spell did she cast?” He stepped forward and scrabbled through the debris on the table, before he pulled up a thick sheet of paper. As he held it up triumphantly, it started to curl in on itself before bursting into flames. David dropped it on the table where it promptly fizzled out, leaving a mess of charred flakes. “Ah,” he said. “This is a problem.”
“What spell did you cast, Mom?”
Laura stopped her flitting and stood on the other side of the table, dodging smoke and wringing her hands, her face a puzzle. “I…can’t remember,” she stuttered.
“Can you remember what you used?” David asked, searching through the untidy heap of instruments and ingredients on the table. “Did you use everything here?”
Laura was starting to look upset as she looked down at the empty packets and the marble bowl that Byron used for mixing. It was empty but for a few smears. “I really don’t know. I don’t know what I used or what I did. I can’t remember anything.” 
“It’s okay, you were under a spell,” said David, his voice kind. “Along with the compulsion, I suspect there was a forget spell and then a failsafe added to get rid of the instructions and cause confusion. This was done by a witch who has had a lot of experience in spells.”
“Do you know anyone like that, Mom?” Seren asked, walking around the table and giving her mother a hug.
“I know all the local witches. I can’t think of anyone who would want to use spells like that on me.” Laura’s voice was tipping upwards towards a shriek and Seren stroked her arm in what she hoped was a reassuring manner.
David was carefully ordering the debris into neat lines, picking up a packet every so often to sniff the contents. 
“Any clues?” Seren asked, just as a spiral of smoke slunk past her head. She watched it take a right at the doorway and aim for the foyer, before wheeling back, turning into a pretty convincing impression of a lion. It roared and the room shook.
David shook his head, watching the apparition dissolve. “It could be anything. I don’t think everything here was used. Part of the confusion element of the spell, perhaps.”
“Or my dad being really untidy as usual.”
Seren looked over to her mother for any hints that she remembered anything about what she had done, but Laura just shrugged her shoulders then flopped backwards on to the window seat. Yep, her mother was a lost cause. Still, there was a very important question that none of them had asked yet. “David, do you know what the spell will do?”
“Ah, yes, I’ve been wondering that too. I’m going to cast a simple discovery spell and see what that tells us.” It was a simple spell, one that David clearly knew off by heart as he recited the words. At the end of the incantation, David waited, a puzzled look growing across his face. Then, with a look of surprise, he shouted, “Duck!”
Seren didn’t need to be told twice. she’d been caught in the crossfire enough lately that hitting the decks was getting to be second nature. Crouching on the floor, David next to her, she could just see under the table as her mother slithered to the floor. The static plume of smoke was now growing larger, sending the smoke to multiply until it became a wave of smog stretching through the room.
“What happened?” Seren asked, crouching lower, like she was a kid who had just been taught fire safety. Smoke rises, human lungs needed to stay low. Despite everything that was magical about her, and David, and her mom, they still had very human bodies.
David grimaced. “Another booby trap. This one was set to amplify the charm if a discovery spell was performed.”
“So we have no way of knowing what this spell is.”
“Fraid not.”
“Fiddlesticks.” Seren could think of a few stronger words she’d have liked to have said. She took a deep breath. “What do we do know?”
Laura crawled under the table and scooted over to them, watching in horror as the smog started to travel through the house. “Byron is going to be so cross,” she muttered.
“Where is he, anyway?” Seren asked. 
“He went for a walk on the beach.”
“Did he take his cell phone? Can we call him and ask if he noticed anything peculiar?” When Laura nodded, Seren dug her phone out of her pocket and scrolled through to her dad’s number and hit ‘call’. The line beeped once then went dead. “Can we try your phone, David?”
“Sure.” Seren reeled off the number but the same thing happened. A single beep, then dead. Next to them Laura was batting her hand around the top of the table. With a triumphant grin she grabbed the portable house phone and hit the speed dial. This time there wasn’t any tone at all.
“I don’t think we can dial out,” said Laura.
“Maybe we should get out.” David crawled over to the door that led to the garden and tugged on the handle. “Stuck,” he said, over his shoulder. “Magically stuck.”
“Are we trapped?” Laura wailed. “How do we get help?”
“Even if we did get a message out, anyone who came in would be trapped too,” David muttered darkly. “And I can’t try any spells to do with the charm in case there are other built in traps.”
“What do you mean?” asked Laura.
Seren rolled her eyes. “Mom, he means we are completely f-” At the sound of the front door, Seren broke off and twisted her head.
“Hello!” Byron’s deep voice boomed from the front door. “Is that Seren’s car outside?” Then, after a pause, “What the devil is going on in here?”
“We can’t let him come in. He’ll be trapped!” Laura moaned as they each sprinted for the front door, only to skid to a halt in the foyer as Byron stepped through and slammed the door shut, making the house shudder and taking the promise of freedom with it. Shrugging his jacket off, he hung it on the coat stand and turned to face them, one hand smoothing his fine white beard. “Ah, my lovely daughter. Welcome home! Has there been a fire?” He batted at the smoke and sniffed it. “It doesn’t smell like fire, it smells like…”
“Magic,” Seren finished. “We have a little problem.”
“And we’re stuck,” added Laura. “The magic has cut off the phones and sealed the doors and windows.”
Byron looked back at the door then to the trio huddled together. “Oh dear.”
“It wasn’t my fault,” Laura quickly added.
“Bit of a stretch, Mom.”
“Technically it wasn’t.” Laura flashed wide eyes while her husband rolled his.
Byron asked, “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?” 
David stepped in, shaking Byron’s hand politely as if the smoke monsters were nothing but a mere annoyance in the middle of their first meeting. Byron looked over the younger witch from head to toe and narrowed his eyes slightly, giving a very convincing overprotective father look as David explained, “Laura was casting a spell and it seemed to have triggered a compulsion spell that ensured she cast a charm. We’re not sure what it is, but it seems to be causing this smoke and we can’t leave the house.”
“Bother,” replied Byron. He set his panama hat on the table and crossed his arms, rocking slightly on his heels. “What do you plan on doing about this, Laura?”
“Can’t you do something?” Laura turned and faced her husband, ducking a smoke monster that had sprouted teeth. “Break the spell?”
“Why?”
“Why? Because we’re stuck in the house and it’s trying to eat us.”
“I don’t think it will do that. You’re interested in spells—you work it out.” Byron nodded at his daughter. “Good to see you, darling Seren. Let me know when your mother has cleared up her mess.”
“Aren’t you going to help her, Dad? Us?”
“Not this time. Your mother has cast enough spells over the last few years that have backfired and she never learns. Perhaps this time she should learn that she shouldn’t meddle.”
“That’s not fair! Mom was under a compulsion spell.”
“She still cast the spell, even though she knows what happens when she does.”
Seren had to admit that her father had her there. The whole family knew what happened when Laura cast a spell, and it was never good. Why her mother couldn’t be content to stick with her own brand of magic was one of life’s mysteries.
“At least give us an idea how to help Mom. Please.”
Byron blinked and looked down at his daughter. “All I can suggest is that you don’t tinker with the spell anymore.” With that, he nodded to David, turned on his heel and strode away towards his study, not ducking from the flying goblin the smoke had now kicked out. Actually, now Seren thought about it, her father hadn’t seemed all that perturbed about the backfiring, booby trapped spell or the smoke monster at all. Or that he was as trapped as the rest of them. There was something very wrong about her father not panicking when the rest of them were.
“If we can’t tinker with the spell…” David was musing, his eyebrows knitting into a frown before he suddenly smiled brightly. “I’ve got it. We won’t try and crack the spell. We’ll just bring the spell caster to us.”
“A summoning spell?” asked Seren at precisely the same time her mother cooed, eyes bright, and asked if she could have a go, too.
“Really, Mom, really?” Seren pleaded. “Don’t you think one enormous mess is enough for one day? Leave it to the master.”
“Have you ever done this before? Did it work?” asked Laura, slyly sticking her tongue out at her daughter before turning back to David.
“Yes, not long ago as it happens,” David replied. “You won’t have to do anything and I’m sure it will work.”
Laura pulled a face but she did follow David meekly to the potion room where the mess had all begun and they watched as he gathered the herbs he needed and sprinkled them in a wide circle over the floor. “Let’s join hands,” he instructed. “I’ll perform the spell and you two can lend some power.”
Holding hands, linked like a supernatural circuit, David whispered the summoning spell. The smoke seemed to suck into the room like a vacuum and then part, still thick and unwavering. In the centre of the herbs stood an old man looking…caught.
“Dad?” asked Seren at the same time Laura exclaimed, “Byron!”
“Ah,” said Byron. Behind him small pops indicated new arrivals until there were six people stood behind him.
“Alice? Matthew?” Laura was saying in surprise as she identified those whom the spell had summoned. “Aunt Emily? What are you all doing here?”
“They cast the spell,” said David, shrinking back to stand next to Seren to watch the scene unfold.
Seren whispered back, “Why would they do that?” but David was cut off from answering her as Laura took charge.
“You all did this?” said Laura, appalled. “Why?”
“You won’t stop meddling with spells,” said Aunt Emily, Seren’s great aunt, an ancient looking woman of ninety or so wearing an impeccable wool suit in a shocking pink. “It doesn’t matter how often the spells go wrong, you won’t stop.”
“I’ve never done anything like this,” Laura protested, waving her hand at the Chinese dragon head that undulated past.
“You killed my vegetable patch with that sunny weather spell,” said Alice, who Seren recognized as one of her mother’s oldest, and dearest, friends. “It took years to cultivate.”
“I was trying to help.”
Matthew stepped forward next. “My cat was never the same after you turned her into a frog.”
“I did say I was sorry!”
“She still makes ‘ribbet, ribbet’ noises,” sniffed Matthew. “She used to have a beautiful meow.”
One by one, each culprit stepped forward and Seren cringed as they each told their stories of Laura’s inept spell casting. It was a catalogue of disasters: go away spells that turned a home into an open house, love potions that wound up in the wrong people, good luck charms that gave everyone surrounding the bearer bad luck. 
“I’m sorry, truly I am,” said Laura at last, her shoulders slumping in shame. 
“We know you are, darling.” Byron was utterly sincere and his conspirators nodded. “But spells aren’t a bit of fun to dabble in. Just because it isn’t born blood magic like yours, doesn’t mean it isn’t serious and every bit as dangerous.”
“We just want you to stop,” added Aunt Emily. “Please, Laura. No more spells.”
“No more spells,” echoed the others and finally, Laura, defeated, nodded.
Byron waved a hand at the smoke and it rushed together, forming the shape of a tall man who gave a regal bow before beginning to dissolve. As the last wisp disappeared, the windows opened, cell phones started to trill and the table quickly cleaned itself, all the ingredients shooting back to their correct bottles and packets. Within moments there wasn’t a trace of Laura’s big problem. From the kitchen, the tea kettle started to whistle and Laura busied herself organising refreshments for her decreasingly-cross guests.
“I don’t think your mother will be meddling for some time,” murmured Byron in Seren’s ear. 
“Will you put your money where your mouth is?” 
“Ah, no.” Byron laughed. 
“Seriously, Dad, don’t do that again. If David hadn’t worked out what to do we might have been stuck with that…thing for days.” Seren knew she should have been suspicious the moment her father had stepped through the door, thoroughly unperturbed by her mom’s magical calamity. She thought for a moment, an unpleasant idea niggling in her mind, then asked, “That was as bad as it was going to get, right?”
Byron stroked his beard, studiously ignored Seren’s question, and replied, “It was set to expire in twenty-four hours, and it would never have been triggered if your mother hadn’t decided to cast a spell.”
“All the same, perhaps a note next time?” Seren didn’t want to imagine what the spell was set to have done next. She’d happily place a bet on her mother having a rather horrid few hours if they hadn’t solved it.
“Fine. Good to have you here, kiddo. You’re my only child who wouldn’t have blown the house up in exasperation. If your mother didn’t get there first.”
Seren pulled a face. Unfortunately, given the Winterstorms’ temperaments, he was probably right.
 
*
 
Seren looked up as David sank into the seat beside her and placed a tall, frosty glass on the table in front of her. “Mojito?” he grinned.
“At last, and long overdue.” She picked up the glass, the ice cubes sending a shiver shooting through her arm to her spine, and took a long swallow. “You know, I enjoyed solving this mystery. Seems like we have a knack for it.” Only a few days ago at their friend Stella’s house they had helped solve a major problem and Seren was feeling pretty satisfied with herself.
David seemed to pluck the thought right from her head. “We didn’t exactly solve that mystery.”
“We were part of the solution,” Seren countered brightly. “You know, now that I don’t have to work for the witches’ council anymore, I’m looking for a new job, and you don’t have a job either.”
“We’re such slackers.”
“Hah. As if.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying let’s open our own investigations agency. With my magic, and yours, we could help a lot of people. Not just in the magic community, but regular people who need a witch on their side, especially if they get on the wrong side of a spell like this one.”
“I always wanted to open a shop. Magical supplies and things like that. Do you know how hard it is to buy wolfsbane? The air miles on my last package of rare herbs was shocking.”
“We could do both.”
“What would we call it?”
“Winterstorm and Langstrom?”
“Bit of a mouthful.”
“So you’re in?”
“If you come up with a better name, I’m in.”
Seren grinned. She’d known David would say yes, even before he did.
The End
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THE HAZARDS OF DESIRE
by
Wren Emerson
 
There is an isolated town called Desire not too far from several major cities. If you were to take a Sunday drive down the forested highways leading to it and then into the town proper itself, you wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, although you would likely note that the houses are amazingly well kept, the lawns lush and flowers in bloom for months after they’d normally wither and die, and that the women are unusually tense with each other. Unless you had some reason to know otherwise, you’d never guess that the town is populated entirely by witches with varying levels of Talent. It would suddenly make sense to you why the women are so cagey around each other, once you realized that only the women are able to exhibit overt powers and that the men of the town are little more than bargaining chips. If you realized that there is a complicated structure of leadership based on birth order and Talent, then you might understand the reason that everyone in town avoided Crazy Zelda. 
Zelda Mayfield was a First Daughter of exceptional power in her youth. Her family had been in the Coven for generations and she took her place as expected, but while she was still young something happened. Nobody outside of the Coven was sure what prompted the frenzy, but without warning her powers were nullified and she was stripped of her title. Without a First Daughter experienced enough to take over, her Family was shut out of the Coven. Her children left Desire in shame to live the sort of lives that were usually reserved for Second Daughters. 
Zelda stayed. Maybe it was because she couldn’t accept what she’d become. Maybe she just didn’t have anywhere else to go. Nobody really knew what her motivation was because nobody ever talked to her. From the day she was expelled from the Coven, Zelda was treated like a pariah. She lived alone in her rambling house on the outskirts of town, and while nobody went so far as to deny her goods or services necessary to her survival, the rest of the time she was treated like she had ceased to exist. 
She’d taken to sitting alone on a shaded bench in the town square. She didn’t even bring food for the birds like some people did. She just sat alone, staring blankly into space, for hours. As years passed and she grew older, younger generations took to calling her Crazy Zelda and would mock her without knowing anything about her. Gemma Phillips and her friends were no different. 
Gemma was a pretty eighteen-year-old girl. Her hair was thick and golden and on that particular Saturday afternoon she was wearing it in a single long braid down her back. She wore a vintage dress she’d bought from an online boutique. She was a Second Daughter like her friends, but unlike some who looked forward to futures outside of Desire, Gemma hoped to find a place for herself in the town. She couldn’t imagine leaving a world where she could openly use her power without fear, and besides, her boyfriend was a catch. He came from a good Family with a serious shot at a place in the Coven. She knew that in reality he was probably above her humble station and with his dark good looks and amazing body, he could probably have almost any First Daughter he wanted. She’d be a fool to give that up.
Gemma and her friends were goofing off in the square. They’d picked up a pizza from the only place in town that sold them and were sitting on the grass eating and talking about their plans after graduation. Delia Huntington was the most enthusiastic about leaving Desire and going to a college in the outside world and she was going on about it now. Gemma was annoyed to hear that all of her friends were not only talking about leaving, but seemed happy to do so.
“You guys suck. I just want you to know that,” she said, rolling her eyes.
“Why are you so stuck on staying here? There’s nothing here for Second Daughters,” Delia pointed out.
“Will is here,” Gemma said, naming her boyfriend.
Now Delia rolled her own eyes. “You guys are kids. What happens when you break up? Then you’re stuck here with no future.”
Gemma jutted out her chin defiantly. “We’re not going to break up. I know it might sound unbelievable to you guys, but we’re in love. We’ve already talked about getting married.”
“Seriously? That’s a terrible idea. You guys are going to break up in a year or two tops and you’re going to end up sitting on the park bench next to Crazy Zelda.”
Gemma glanced at Zelda, who was sitting and staring at nothing like she always did. “Okay, one, Will and I won’t break up, and two, I’m sure that it wasn’t a break up that drove her over the edge, anyway.”
Delia took a bite of her pizza and shrugged. “So why don’t you go ask her what did it? What kind of trauma turned her into a permanent fixture on that bench?”
“You think I’m scared to talk to her? Because I’m not.”
“So do it. Go sit next to her for the next thirty minutes. But you have to talk to her. You can’t just sit there and ignore her.”
Gemma stared open-mouthed at Delia. “You’re kidding, right? What am I supposed to say to her for half an hour?”
“Ask her why she’s a nut job.” Delia gave Gemma a shove towards Zelda. “Scoot!”
If it had just been Gemma and Delia, Gemma would have blown off the challenge, but with all their friends watching her expectantly, Gemma felt compelled to go through with it. She crossed the square and perched on the edge of Zelda’s bench. When the ancient woman didn’t acknowledge her, Gemma spoke up hesitantly. “So, um, hi.”
“How old are you, girl?” Zelda asked without preamble, not even glancing at Gemma.
Startled, Gemma answered, “I’m eighteen.”
“I suppose you think you know all about love. Isn’t that right?”
Gemma gave Delia a shrewd look. Delia must have talked to Zelda at some point, either to get her on board with some joke Delia had in mind or else just long enough to know that Zelda was a broken record. Either way, Gemma decided she’d play along. Besides, she loved talking about Will.
“I have a boyfriend and we’ve been dating for a year now. We’re going to get married.”
Zelda nodded to herself before she said, “Love, real lasting love, is scarce enough in the outside world, but in Desire it is nearly non-existent. Almost every relationship is based on producing the strongest possible First Daughter. Even if a man and a woman were to find real love in this town, their Families wouldn’t hesitate to break them up if a better match came along.”
Gemma shook her head, defiant. “Will and I wouldn’t let that happen to us.”
Zelda chuckled. “I think that every woman who’s ever fallen in love in Desire has probably thought that her love was different. I know Octavia Penny thought so.”
“Who’s Octavia Penny?”
“She was a friend of my mother’s. My mother said that when Willard Penny proposed to Octavia, hearts all over town broke.
“Octavia was a stunning woman. She came from a Coven Family and was next in line for the title. Her power was flight. She could soar just like a bird. It was a different time then. There weren’t restrictions on her power the way there would be today. When she was in a good mood, she’d grab one of us kids in her arms and fly us up six or ten feet above the ground. She was always so careful not to go too high for fear she might drop us and cause us harm.
“That woman was sweet as sugar. She was just as kind to a Second Daughter as a First Daughter and everybody in town just adored her. That’s what made what happened next so awful.
“One day she was at a garden club meeting when she realized that she’d forgotten something. Well, it was easy enough for her to go home and get it. She could fly faster than a car can drive these days and she seemed to have heightened reflexes because I never knew her to run into anything no matter how fast she buzzed along.
“She was nearly home when she cruised through the Joe and Martha Smith’s backyard. They lived just a couple of blocks away from her and Willard and the four often got together to play cards. 
“Joe and Martha had a covered balcony on the second floor and they’d taken the trouble to set up an elaborate waist-high wall for privacy. Oh, the neighbors gossiped about that, alright. What did they have to hide? Martha was barely tolerated as it was. Her Mother died when Martha was young and then her sister, the new Mother of the Family, was killed tragically a few years later. She died childless and Martha became the new Mother of her Family by default, but nobody ever forgot where she came from. Octavia was the only decent society woman who’d talk to Martha willingly. 
“The privacy wall on the balcony might have worked to keep prying eyes from the ground out of their business, but it did nothing to hide Octavia’s view from where she flew above it. In fact, she told my mother that although she tried so very hard to resist, she always ended up peeping as she flew past, hoping to see what Martha and Joe were up to behind their wall. Imagine her surprise when she saw that the couple furiously making love on an overstuffed wicker lounge wasn’t Joe and Martha, but Martha and her own husband, Willard!
“Nobody knows what was going through her head when she did what she did next, but my best guess is that she felt more betrayed than she’d ever felt in her life. There was her beloved husband of twenty-five years bending Martha over a chair, and she had to live with the knowledge that she’d spent countless nights sitting across from this very woman playing rummy and bridge.
“Whatever it was that she was thinking, the end result is undeniable. She swooped down to the porch and interrupted the lovers. There was a lot of dispute about whether she pushed Martha or if Martha fell over the wall in the confusion of the moment. She landed on a garden stake that pierced her heart and killed her immediately. 
“Octavia then grabbed Willard in her arms the way she’d always done with the children. This time, however, she flew higher than ever before. She flew up over the houses and treetops. By now people had heard the commotion so there were several neighbors who were willing to tell their version later.
“According to the witnesses, Octavia flew them higher than anyone had ever seen her fly on her own before. She flew them until they were specks in the sky. But she never left the air space above the Smith yard. She just flew them straight into the sky.
“There wasn’t much of an investigation after the fact, you understand, so nobody was ever sure what happened next. Some people speculated that she was just exhausted and that she never meant to kill Willard. Others claimed that killing Willard is all that she meant to do and that she must have had a stroke from the exertion of flying a flailing naked man so high into the air. 
“When Octavia and Willard crashed back to earth, he was screaming until impact, but Octavia never made a peep. When they landed they made quite a mess from what I understand, but her arms were still locked tightly around the man she’d loved so much for so many years.”
Gemma was horrified. “That’s an awful story.”
“Love and Desire just don’t mix. A woman can be the biggest ball of twisted emotions and hurt feelings and that’s bad enough, but mix in the ability to lift a truck with her mind or set something on fire by snapping her fingers and suddenly the most trivial disagreements can be life threatening. Take Missy Preston, for example. She was in my class and not any different than any of us other girls all through school. She wasn’t any sillier than any other nineteen-year-old girl then or since.
“Missy’s problem was that she was in love with a boy who wasn’t right for her. Oh, Rhys came from a good enough Family and he was just as handsome as any other boy from Desire ever is. He was even moderately charming and passably intelligent. He just wasn’t a one woman man and Missy wouldn’t have ever been content to settle for that kind of relationship. She was a girl who needed all or nothing.
“Rhys had been on at least one date with nearly every girl in our class, First Daughter or not. I went steady with Chester Doonsbury for most of high school, or I’m sure I would have been just another notch on his bedpost like so many other girls. I don’t know the details of what passed between Missy and Rhys, but a girl generally doesn’t get that worked up over a few chaste kisses on the cheek. I suspect that she and Rhys were intimate with each other and that it meant more to her than to him.
“Missy was a shapeshifter. She could change into just about anything living, I think. When she did you couldn’t tell the difference. You’d swear she was your favorite pet until she’d shift back, laughing. It was easy for her and didn’t seem to take any excessive energy for her to do one of her changes. They were quick and she could do several back to back with no ill effects.
“One night, months after he and Missy had their date, Rhys was buried in the hayloft of a barn several miles outside of town. He was on a date with another girl—this one wasn’t even a witch. It must have driven Missy crazy to know he was he just didn’t care who he spent time with, that she could be the most pedigreed girl in town and she still couldn’t have him. His Mother was indulgent and he didn’t have the normal pressure to find the best possible match as early on as he could. He might have been the most carefree boy to ever grow up in Desire, which just made him all the more appealing to Missy. She was a girl who longed for something she would never have.
“Desperation drives people to crazy acts. Rhys and his new friend were being frisky in their pile of hay when they heard a screech, the loud flapping of wings, and then a thud from the barn floor beneath them. The girl, who had lived on that farm her whole life, told him that the first noises were just a barn owl hunting, but she had no idea what would cause a thump like that. 
“Hand in hand they crept to the edge of the hayloft and peered down at the floor where they saw a girl sprawled next to a dazed looking owl. The girl had large bloody holes along her sides, including one that appeared to have punctured her heart. 
“Rhys didn’t recognize her right away and he didn’t piece together Missy and her talent for shapeshifting until later. The Coven were able to contain our secrets, of course—they always do. There was never a news report about a mysterious death of a girl in a barn. But it wasn’t long before the story made its way to all of us here in town.
“It seems that Missy had been following Rhys on his dates ever since the two of them had gone out together. Sometimes she’d be a bird in a tree, watching as he and a girl would spread out a blanket by a lake. Other times she’d be the house cat curled up in the chair across the room while the couple made out on the living room sofa. As much as it hurt her, she’d rather spend time with him secretly than be left out in the cold completely.
“On that particular night she’d decided to creep into the barn as a mouse. It’s unclear how she managed to get up the steep ladder to the hayloft. Maybe she flew up as a bird. But it was as a mouse that the barn owl found her. It caught her in its talons and she might have still survived if she’d taken on her human form before it managed to eat her, but one of its talons pierced her fragile mouse’s heart, killing her instantly. At that point she reverted to her human form and fell to the floor, dead.”
Gemma looked at Zelda, stunned. “Was Rhys sorry, at least? Did he stop sleeping around?”
Zelda laughed. “Girl, you’re missing the point entirely. Love stories don’t have happy endings in this town. Of course, he didn’t feel any remorse. He continued to be a playboy until his Mother finally told him it was time he got married several years later.”
“That’s terrible, but Will isn’t like that.”
“I didn’t think my Johnny was that sort either. We’d been a couple all through our teenage years. He came from a good Family and I was the First Daughter of a Coven Family. There was no reason in the world that we shouldn’t be together, but then our Mothers had a falling out and his Mother promised him to Jane, a girl from another Coven Family. 
“Johnny and I were heartbroken. We knew that there was no way to overcome tradition. If Johnny refused to do as his Mother said, he’d become an enemy of his Family. A more vengeful Mother might order a traitor of that nature killed, and from what we’d seen of her already, neither one of us had cause to think that she wasn’t the kind of woman who would do that very thing. So we vowed to keep our love for each other alive, but secret, and he married Jane.
“Years passed and we carried on an affair. Even after I married we sought each other out every chance we got. My husband knew about it, of course; I’d never been intimate with him and I went on to have several children. I was understanding when Jane turned up pregnant time and again. Naturally he had to a certain obligation to her. I will admit that it started to grate as I listened to people talk about how much promise Jane’s children had with her and Johnny as their parents.
“As time went by, my resentment started to grow. She had the life I wanted with Johnny. They were a golden couple and to all outward appearances they were very much in love. I suppose I hoped that someday Johnny might blurt out the truth, that their marriage was a sham, but it never happened. And my resentment bubbled beneath the surface, barely contained.
“It was that deep well of bitterness that festered within me that made me so quick to agree to Johnny’s plan. We’d been carrying out our secret affair for years with no sign of anything changing for us. When we’d first agreed to a secret love affair in our youth, it had seemed like it would be enough to have those stolen moments together, but as I got older, my priorities changed. I wanted him with me for the everyday moments, too. I wanted to fall asleep in his arms at night and wake up with him in the morning. 
“So it was after one of our clandestine encounters that Johnny told me that he wanted out of his marriage with Jane. He told me that he didn’t love her and that he just wanted to be free to be with me. He wanted me to kill her with my power. 
“I am able to take things apart by looking at something and imagining it in pieces. I suppose I could build something the same way, but I don’t have the know how to put something together. I can’t create, only destroy. 
“What Johnny was asking me to do was horrifying. It would be a bloody, painful way to die, and my first instinct was to refuse him. But it didn’t take long for the idea to take root in my mind.
“At first I’d banish the idea as soon as it entered my thoughts, but within weeks I had begun to examine it from all angles. Maybe it was the fact that it seemed like now, more than ever before, there were more comments about how perfect Jane and Johnny were together and how Talented their children were. And my time with Johnny was scarcer than ever before, which he blamed on Jane’s sudden suspicious neediness. He told me that she was reluctant to let him leave her side for any reason. The time we did have together was spent listening to Johnny trying to convince me how happy we would be together once she was no longer in the picture.
“I’m ashamed to say that it only took three months before I gave into Johnny’s relentless badgering. I can see clearly now with the wisdom of age that by then my emotions for him didn’t involve anything like love anymore. I didn’t even really like him anymore. Somehow my loving feelings had evolved into the desire to possess him for myself. I resented Jane for being with him and I continued our relationship more out of jealousy than a sincere fondness for him. Killing Jane and having Johnny to myself had begun to seem like a logical course of action to set things right.
“I’ll spare you the details except to tell you that Johnny had set up a time for me to enter their home when Jane would be there alone. I started my nasty business, taking care to finish her as quickly as I knew how. I’d only been at it for maybe 15 minutes when several members of the Coven burst in on me. It soon became evident that Johnny set me up. While I was being tried by the Coven, Johnny began to publicly court another woman. He’d found a way to get both Jane and I out of the way so he could be with the woman he’d been hiding from both of us. The man who I thought loved me with his whole heart had manipulated me into killing someone and left me to face the consequences.”
“What did they do to you?” Gemma asked breathlessly.
Zelda met Gemma’s eyes for the first time and she realized that Zelda was blind. All the years she’d sat there staring into space, it wasn’t because she was crazy. She just couldn’t see anything. Gemma felt terrible for the mean things they’d said about her.
“I tried to tell them Johnny’s part in everything, but in Desire there’s no crime involved in conspiring to kill someone. I was the one they held accountable because I had blood on my hands, both figuratively and literally. They nullified my power by blinding me. I can’t dismantle what I can’t see. They turned me out of the Coven and my First Daughter was too young for a Show of Power. My husband made public the fact that we’d never consummated our marriage and that my children weren’t his. Even though he was older, he was able to find a First Daughter who was happy to marry him. My kids left Desire as soon as they were old enough.
“I know what people say about me. There’s nothing wrong with my hearing. I sit here on my bench because it’s as close to human contact that I ever get anymore. I only made one mistake, but it was unforgivable. I’m not getting anything that I don’t deserve. All I’d ask is that you think long and hard before you decide that you’re in love with your young man. Love has a funny way of becoming all twisted up in Desire.”
Gemma and Zelda said their goodbyes shortly afterwards and Gemma headed back to her friends, who were clapping for her from across the square. She was still sure that she loved Will, but she thought that maybe she should pay a little more attention to what Delia and the others were saying about college. Just in case.
The End
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A GHOST OF A MATCH
by
Misty Evans
 
Chapter One
Everyone wants to be loved. To find their soul mate. All relationships have a destiny, but most people find the path of true love is never straight or easy. 
That’s where I come in. I’m a fourth-generation Vodun priestess with a gift for matchmaking. My mother, grandmother and great-grandmother have taught me everything I know about soul mates, relationships and destiny along with the tenets of West African voodoo.
Matchmaking is serious business. Part art, part science, it requires skill, knowledge and magic. Magic, of course, is the fun part.
Every Samhain during my childhood, when the veil between worlds was thinnest, my mother and grandmother would contact my great-grandmother Owanna’s ghost with the matches giving them the most trouble—those clients who didn’t seem to have a soul mate. The three of us would sit in a circle around a large wooden table covered with a black cloth, candles forming a pentagon on top and a spirit circle of salt laid around the outside edges. Grandmother would cut her finger and let it drip blood into a bowl of oil. We’d hold hands and call upon Owanna to offer her sage advice.
This particular Samhain, I had the table, black cloth, candles, a bowl of oil and a silver knife to draw blood. Standing in for my mother and grandmother were two of my friends. The matchmaking client list on my laptop was full of people who needed my services in a desperate way, but I wasn’t calling on the ghost of my great-grandmother to help with any of my clients’ relationship issues. 
I was calling on her to help me with mine.
“Maybe your great-grandmother’s busy this year, Keisha.” My best friend Amy looked bored as she sat on my right side at the dining room table. Amy was a dark witch who’d joined Witches Anonymous and given up magic. Yep, that’s right. She’d sworn never to use magic again, no matter what happened to her. What’s worse, she gave up magic because of a guy. Not just any guy, either. She gave up magic because of Lucifer. Of the school of hell and damnation.
Talk about relationship issues.
“Shh.” I shook my head at her and mentally called to Owanna. “No talking.”
On my left was Amy’s Witches Anonymous peer, Liddy. Liddy had been a Wiccan before joining WA and going magic-free and looked like a modern-day Bo Derek with the cornrows I’d braided into her blonde hair that morning. Tiny lightning bolts jumped between the rows as she quietly bit her nails and freaked out next to me about spirit communication. The lightning bolts made her head glow in the darkened room. Wiccans … they don’t like voodoo.
I’d already bled into the bowl of oil and recited my usual invitation to the spirit world, asking for Owanna to come forth and bless us with her presence. I’d lined up gifts for her inside the circle. A chalice of sweet blackberry wine, a box of her favorite chocolates, and a stack of racy romance novels, which she loved to read and share with her friends in the afterlife.
But she wasn’t showing.
And I only had until midnight to reach her before the veil solidified again, making spirit communication harder and more dangerous. If any spirits became stranded between worlds when the veil was shifting, or ended up on this side of it when it returned to normal, they were stuck here until next Samhain. 
Please, great-grandmother. I need your help. In a big way. In a big angelic way.
Another thirty seconds of silence went by.
Amy’s knee bobbed up and down under the table, brushing against mine. She fidgeted in her chair. She was dressed from head to toe in black leather, ready to go trick or treating with the devil. “Maybe Owanna isn’t too excited about you and Gabe. Could be why she’s giving you the cold shoulder tonight.”
Heaven help me, what was it about no talking that eluded her? I sighed.
Noticing my irritation, she handed me a Dove chocolate as if to apologize, but that didn’t stop her from yakking at me some more. “I mean, Gabe is a fallen angel.”
I gave her the hairy eyeball and ignored the chocolate. She pressed her lips together, held up her hands in an I give up gesture and sat back.
Liddy frowned. “Is that a rule or something? Voodoo priestesses can’t date angels?”
Oh, for crying out loud. “There’s no rule against me dating him, and he’s not just an ordinary angel. He’s an archangel.”
Amy and Liddy looked at me with blank expressions. I reined in my impatience and pointed at Liddy. “What if you were dating a brain surgeon and someone called him a general practitioner? Big difference. Right?” 
She nodded. 
I pointed at Amy. “You’re dating Lucifer, aka Satan, the ruler of Hell, and sin incarnate. We don’t label him a simple trouble-maker or bad boy.” I made air quotes around the descriptors. “Do we?”
She shook her head.
“Well, believe me, Owanna will approve of Gabriel being so high up in the heavenly hierarchy. Fallen or not.”
I wasn’t actually sure about that. Maybe my magic had failed, or maybe Owanna really didn’t approve of Gabe and me hooking up. I thought he might be my soul mate. I’d never felt like this about anybody, and I really needed her advice. But there was that whole fallen issue. How long would God punish Gabriel for disobeying Him and keep my boyfriend stuck on Earth? How long before Gabe got tired of eating double mocha fudge ice cream from Amy’s ice cream shop and wanted to go back to Heaven?
I needed my great-grandmother’s assurance the guy I’d fallen head over hexes for was The One. And I was running out of time. If she didn’t show tonight, I’d have to wait a whole year to ask her.
One thing for sure … I didn’t have a year.
Amy leaned forward and squeezed my hand. “Gabe’s crazy about you, and you’re crazy about him. You two are great together. He wants to become human so he can stay here on Earth for you. I’d say that trumps anything your great-grandmother has to say.”
Blasphemy, but I held my tongue. Amy was anxious to see Lucifer, and Liddy was too nervous to concentrate, sure we were conjuring demons instead of my African priestess grandmother. I stood and shooed them away from the table, blowing out the candles and trying not to show my irritation. It wasn’t their faults Owanna was ignoring me.
I still had a couple of hours before midnight. Maybe if I cleared the room of their negative energy, I could try again on my own. “You two go enjoy your night.”
“Are you sure?” Amy asked.
I nodded. “I’ll see you at work in the morning.”
We exchanged hugs and I walked the two of them through the living room to the front door. Once they were gone, I leaned my forehead against the door and tried not to panic. My magic had never failed before. When summoning spirits, I did little more than think a person’s name and the ghost appeared in the circle. Owanna had to be ignoring me.
Never a good sign.
Turning around, I noticed a glow coming from the dining room. I’d blown out all the candles so the room should’ve been dark. And this wasn’t the warm yellow light of burning candles illuminating a room. This was the distinctive white glow of a spirit. 
My heart leapt. Owanna had come after all.
I raced to the dining room, calling her name, but stopped short when I saw the ghost sitting inside the circle.
She was sipping from the chalice cup and flipping through one of the books. A gold band encircled her head, dark hair flowing from it and forming perfect curls down her back. Her white silk dress was embroidered with gold, and a matching metal belt encircled her waist. She spotted me and lifted the cup of wine in a salute. “Blackberry, ‘tis my favorite, but I do not understand these strange texts. I like the paintings on them, though. The male on the front of this one is well-endowed.”
Definitely not Owanna. Definitely not a spirit I’d ever contacted before. What was this one doing here? And more importantly… “Who are you?”
She straightened as if I’d insulted her and gave me a haughty once-over perusal. Her dark eyes snapped with annoyance and she sipped more wine. Buying time or simply making me wait for an answer? “I am Guinevere, Queen of Camelot.”
Guinevere. Right. And I was Kim Kardashian. “Guinevere was not a real person, so you can’t be her ghost. She was a myth. A legend.”
“I am not a myth.”
Okay, the costume rocked, I’d give her that much. But not only did she have identity issues, she was quite full of herself.
Ghosts are sometimes that way. Unhappy with their station or standing in their previous life, they take on a new one in the afterlife. They convince themselves they’re someone else and live out wild fantasies in the ghost world. The best way to handle these types of spirits was to humor them and send them on their way. “So why are you here, Guin?”
Again, her gaze sized me up, this time appraising me as if I might divine the meaning of life for her. Or the afterlife in this case. I’d probably have to do a tarot reading, or get out the scrying mirror and ‘see’ her future just to get rid of her before midnight. 
She tilted her head subtly. “You are the matchmaker, aye?”
That surprised me. “Yeah, but…”
She bobbed her head. “I wish to be matched. With my soul mate.”
I wished for a lot of things. World peace, voodoo dolls for all, and at that moment, for my great-grandmother to show up and send this Guinevere impostor packing. “I help the living find love, not the dead. Besides, Guinevere found her soul mate, remember?”
Her brows drew down in what appeared to be confusion. If she was going to insist on being Guinevere, she should at least get her facts straight. “Lancelot. Guinevere loved Lancelot and that love ruined her life with Arthur.”
“Lancelot?” The ghost waved a bejewelled hand. “He loved me like no other, but he was not my soul mate.”
Well, wasn’t that disappointing? Guinevere and Lancelot’s love story had been one of the greatest of the star-crossed lovers’ genre, in my opinion, right up there with poor Romeo and Juliet. 
Wait a minute…
I shook my head, annoyed she was drawing me into her story so easily. It was getting late and I needed to send her on her merry Camelot way. “Like I said, I can’t help you. I don’t do ghost matchmaking.”
She set down the cup and crossed her arms over her chest. “I will not leave ‘til you help me.”
Great. Now instead of clearing the room’s energies and doing another summoning, I was going to have to exorcise a ghost.
But then Guin said the one thing that kept me from sending her silk-clad butt back to the afterlife. “Your great-grandmother sent me. She said you would match me with the right man. She said, ‘Keisha, my great-granddaughter, is the best. She is even better than me.’”
I sat down in the chair, knees suddenly Jell-O. This ghost knew Owanna? She’d spoken to her? “Owanna said that?” My voice was a touch squeaky. “That I was the best matchmaker?”
Guin did that head-bob thing once more, eyes wide and sincere. She leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner, a dozen curls falling over her shoulder. Picking up the romance novel she’d been thumbing through, she held it in front of my face and pointed to the half-naked man on the front. “This male would make a fine soul mate, aye?”



 
Chapter Two
In order to match a person with their soul mate, you need two things: timing and luck.
That’s where magic comes in.
Somewhat reluctant but wanting to make Owanna proud, I went to work, asking Guin my set of matchmaking questions, which ranged from the standard, “What do you look for in a relationship?” to the more unusual, “If you could write a spell to bring you your heart’s desire, how would it read?”
Listening to her answer my questions, I still wasn’t convinced she was the Guinevere, but she’d had a pretty intense three-way with two guys, that was for sure. That kind of love and betrayal couldn’t be faked and Guin was a passionate woman. 
My eyes teared up when she described her last secret tryst with Lance and how she’d been so sure he would come back for her.
“But he did not return. I never heard from him again.” She sniffed and stared off into the mid-distance. “He left me in that tower to die. A soul mate would nay do such a horrible thing.”
The story she’d told me was different than the ones I’d read and seen on the SyFy Channel, but close enough to the details to ring with truth. She was either one fabulous actress or I was more gullible than I thought.
Another hour slipped by while I listened to her and formed my matchmaking plan. Normally, I didn’t mind spending time with clients, getting to know them better. In general, the better I knew my client, the easier it was to match them. The odds of this gig having a happy ending, though, were slim at best, and a matchmaker who couldn’t get her own love life straightened out wasn’t worth her magic.
Unfortunately, I didn’t have days or even hours to get to delve into Guin’s psyche. The veil would close soon.
“Okay, here’s what I’m going to do for you.” I looked over my notes and tapped my pen against my bottom lip. “I’ve never done this before for a ghost, but I’m going to send out a matchmaking SOS into the afterlife plane for you and we’ll see what it kicks up.”
Guinevere’s face was glowing with anticipation. “SOS?”
Telling her it stood for Save Our Ship seemed imprudent, although probably applicable in this case. Her soul mate ship was going down. “Yeah, it’s a term for … show off your stuff. You know, to the guys out there looking for love. You want them to wine and dine you and sweep you off your feet, soul mate style.”
“How long will it take before my love arrives?”
There it was, timing. People, dead or alive, were always in a hurry for love. 
Love, however, never likes being rushed. “Time on your plane runs different than time here. Be patient. Enjoy whatever and whoever comes your way. Your soul mate is out there. It’s just a matter of keeping an open mind.”
She held up the romance novel. “And will he look like this?”
Visual presentation had a lot to do with sexual chemistry. Sexual chemistry, while not always the best magic, still made the world of love go round. “Like I said, keep your mind open. Even if he doesn’t look like that on the outside, he may be perfect on the inside.”
Guin tilted her head, clearly not understanding my attempt at the clichéd don’t judge a book by its cover. And in all honestly, the outside package was pretty damn important to me, too, so I didn’t push the concept. Let’s be real. We all like the gorgeous six-pack and muscled chest on the romance books as much as we love the happily-ever-after story inside.
I wasn’t sure Guin was really looking for happily-ever-after anyway. She’d loved Lancelot, that was obvious, and he’d broken her heart. Seemed to me she was after a good time and some fun. 
While I didn’t blame her, I secretly thought she’d get more out of reading the romance novels than dating the dead.
“What if no one shows up?” she asked, holding the book to her chest. Her bottom lip quivered. “What if I’m alone for all eternity?”
Forget eternity. Another ten minutes and she’d be stuck in my condo for the next year. I had the feeling I’d kill myself before Samhain rolled around again if that happened. “You won’t be alone for long, I promise. You’re beautiful, smart, and—” multiple personality disorder aside “—you have a lot going for you.”
The queen in her rose to the surface. “You are correct. Any man would be lucky to have me.”
I checked the grandfather clock in the corner, saw the time and nearly jumped out of my skin. “All righty then. You skedaddle and let me get to work.” I smiled my everything’s going to work out fine smile and made shooing motions. “Good luck.”
She grabbed the books, took one last sip of wine and smiled back. “Thank you, matchmaker.”
With that she disappeared, sending a cool breeze and a deep chill rolling over my skin.
I sighed, sat back down. Five minutes before the hour struck. I relit the candles, closed my eyes, and sent the SOS out for Guin. Then I called on Owanna, thanking her for her faith in me and asking for her help with Gabriel.
The first bong of the clock echoed in the room as it struck midnight. With it, a ghost man appeared inside the circle, reaching for me and promising to love me forever. He looked and sounded like some kind of Scottish Highlander with no shirt, a definite six-pack and a steel sword. Without warning, he pointed the tip of the weapon at me and started popping the buttons off my shirt.
I screeched and jerked back while another bong resounded and a second ghost appeared. This one was a knight in—you guessed it—shining armor, who got down on one knee (which looked uncomfortable and awkward in that armor) and pledged his allegiance to me. 
A third bong and a third ghost. A GI Joe-type sporting pecs the size of dinner plates and a pair of army fatigues. Not to be outdone by his colleagues, he leapt over the salt ring and planted a hard, demanding kiss on my lips…
Holy hexes. The romance book covers had come to life.
At the exact moment Gabriel, fallen archangel and possibly the love of my life, walked in and stopped dead in his tracks. Seeing the three ghosts all in various modes of nakedness and all trying to seduce me, he spread his massive wings, rippled them in angelic anger, turned on his heel and disappeared.
And the clock continued to bong in the corner, sealing my destiny with every swing of the pendulum.



 
Chapter Three
“Shit, shit, shit,” I said, fighting off the three ghosts. 
I shoved GI Joe backwards, smacked the Highlander’s sword out of the way and yelled at all of them to knock it off. Midnight was only three bongs away. “Get back in the circle! All of you. Back!”
I pushed, I elbowed, I jostled. I even threatened their respective manhoods. It was like threatening and pushing three mountains. They didn’t budge.
The clock struck midnight and my heart thudded woodenly in my chest. 
Satan’s balls. What have I done?
All three of the ghosts now seemed more flesh and blood than spectral. All of them looked like they were hungry for a steak and that steak was me.
I shivered, slowly circling them, my brain frantically trying to figure out what had happened and how to fix it. My SOS had obviously backfired. Instead of the men finding Guin and romancing her, they’d come for me. Worse, Gabe now thought I was hooking up behind his back. With ghosts no less.
Eww.
While all three guys were book-cover worthy, even if they had been real, none of them were as breathtakingly gorgeous as my archangel. None of them were as mysterious and exciting as him, either.
I wanted to run after Gabe, explain it all to him, but I didn’t trust the ghosts not to follow me or cause trouble. Spirits bind to the spell castor and even though I hadn’t technically performed a matchmaking spell, that’s what had happened. 
I grabbed the Highlander’s sword and commanded them to lay their right hands on it. Since they were all warriors, they respected such a weapon and any vow made over it. Once they were all touching the metal, I spoke the only binding spell I could think of on short notice and hoped it would cover all three of them. “The blade of your god seals your spirit inside. Be one with the sword and within the sword reside.”
With looks of surprise, all three ghosts returned to their white, wispy spirits once more, the sword sucking them into its cold, hard steel.
Relieved, I laid the sword aside and destroyed the spirit circle, sweeping up the salt, pouring the oil down the kitchen drain and tucking the black cloth away until next Samhain. No way was I chancing any more ghosts hopping the train bound for Keisha-ville. 
Now to find Gabe and explain.
Tracking him down wasn’t difficult. He lived at Amy’s ice cream shop in one of the back rooms. Amy had been generous enough to allow him to stay there, so I’d gotten him a bed and a TV, and along with unlimited trips to the ice cream freezer, he seemed happy. I’d been thinking about suggesting he move in with me at my condo, but so far, I hadn’t worked up the nerve. It was a big step and he had yet to say he loved me.
I used my key to let myself into Evie’s Ice Cream Parlor through the back door. Gabe was in his room as I suspected, but the TV wasn’t on and there was no bowl of double chocolate fudge in his hands. He sat in the dark, staring at the wall, a slight glow emanating from his angelic body.
A body I very much wanted next to me when I woke up in the morning.
Gabriel is seven feet tall with long, golden hair, deep blue eyes, and a wing span that rivals the Grand Canyon. As Amy liked to say, he was a Greek god on steroids.
He never talked much, except to Lucifer, and he didn’t care about the mundane goings-on in the human world. For some reason, I found that reassuring. Things at the shop were always screwed up and life took some interesting, and sometimes scary, turns when you lived and worked with witches, the devil, and assorted other biblical characters running around. 
But none of that bothered Gabe.
His faults were numerous, don’t get me wrong. Having been an archangel, he was used to having his way and being the center of attention, which sometimes made him act like a spoiled five-year-old. Since he was also somewhat clueless as how to live among humans that five-year-old in him was charming and cute as well. Since I had a few dozen faults of my own, I’d accepted his with ease. In turn, he’d accepted mine. A rare occurrence in my life.
Archangel, human or ghost, a male was a male. I jammed the point of the sword into the floor in front of him and watched his eyes light up at the sight of the beautiful weapon. “This is for you,” I said.
He reached out and stroked the hilt, the sword quivering at this touch. His eyes narrowed at the corners. “There are souls inside this weapon.”
“The men you saw with me earlier. They’re ghosts, and now they need your help to return to the afterlife.”
Dropping his hand, he turned his head and stared at the wall again. A silent dismissal.
Dismissal my ass. If he was going to play the jilted lover, he could sit there and hear me out. 
I spilled everything. Owanna’s no-show, Guin’s appearance and demand for help. My SOS to the spirit world. “My magic. It backfired. Those ghost men were meant for Guinevere, not me. Everything went wrong. Terribly wrong. And now those men are trapped here until next Samhain unless you help them.”
Gabe cut his gaze to mine, studied my face, and then studied the sword. He reached out, plucked it from its place and ran his fingertips over the steel. The metal glowed. Closing his eyes, he murmured something in an old language and the Highlander appeared. 
The second he laid eyes on me, the Highlander stepped forward and reached out, calling me his wench and listing off the things he wanted to do to my body.
And they say romance is dead.
Gabriel pointed the tip of the sword at the man’s Adam’s apple. The Highlander froze, hands still reaching for me. 
I slapped his hands away. “Knock it off, He-Man. Women only like that crap in romance novels. In real life, it’s fine to be masterful, but no nasty name-calling and ease up on the forced seduction. It’s not sexy, it’s offensive. You need to woo a woman, not act like she’s your slave.”
Gabriel laid a hand on the man’s forehead, which was crinkled with confusion over my instructions. “Remove this wayward spirit from my sight. Return him to his world this night.”
The Highlander faded into nothingness, still seeming perplexed. Whether it was over my lightning fast matchmaking lesson or Gabe’s sending him back to the spirit plane, I’d never know.
Next came the knight in shining armor. He had dark features and lively eyes, reminding me of Guin’s description of Lancelot. Before Gabriel could send him back, I raised a hand to stop the exorcism. “Are you Lancelot?”
A surprised expression lit his face. “Aye.”
Whoa. Way cool. “I’m a big fan,” I said and held out a hand to shake his. 
Gabe frowned at me and I dropped my hand. “When you get back to where you came from, keep an eye out for Guinevere. She’s there, you know, and she’s still in love with you. All you need to do is say you’re sorry for leaving her in that tower and bring her some blackberry wine.”
Lancelot lifted a brow. “Guinevere dost still love me?”
“She has a few anger issues over you abandoning her, but she’ll get over it if you romance her and beg for forgiveness. I saw it in her eyes. She’ll come around. I guarantee it.”
He smiled and dipped his head. “I thank thee.”
I patted him on the shoulder and gave Gabriel a thumbs up. Two seconds later, Lancelot disappeared.
Last, but not least, was GI Joe. 
“You,” I said, “need to take it down about ten notches. Kissing is great, but wait for the woman to give you the right signals, okay? Don’t assume that just because you’re a big, strong soldier, she’s going to be attracted to you. You need to get to know the woman before you Go Army on her, got it?”
He looked abashed. Which was very cute for such a testosterone-packed guy. “Sorry.”
Gabriel rolled his eyes and sent GI Joe to the beyond.
“Thank you,” I said, taking the sword from Gabe’s hand. He was back to staring at the wall, wings quivering slightly with some emotion I couldn’t read. “You understand that it was all a bad mistake, right? That my magic backfired and those guys were meant for Guin, not me?”
No response. 
Damn. I’d screwed up and a simple explanation apparently wasn’t going to fix this. Maybe Amy was right and Owanna hadn’t shown up because she didn’t approve of Gabe and me. More likely, she knew he wasn’t my soul mate and didn’t want to break my heart.
Gabe’s voice was low and controlled as he spoke. “Your magic didn’t backfire.”
Confused, I frowned at him. “Those men were meant for Guinevere, not me.”
He took the sword from my hands, looked down into my eyes. “Your matchmaking skills are superb, as are your magical abilities.”
I shivered under his intense gaze. He’d never complimented me on anything but my flexibility and creativity in the Karma Sutra department. “I didn’t call those ghost men for me.”
“On the surface, no. Underneath your desire to help Guinevere, however, your desire to be sure you’d found your soul mate was woven into the SOS you sent out.”
Ack. Was that true? Had I inadvertently mixed up my desires with Guin’s? That certainly wouldn’t earn me a gold star with the matchmaking gods.
“Along with attracting those three ghosts,” he continued, sliding his fingertips across my cheek to push a loose strand of hair from my face, “your soul called to mine, Keisha. I felt it, here.”
He took my hand and laid it over his heart. As if I’d been shocked, my palm tingled and electricity zapped up my arm and landed in my chest.
Gabriel’s wings rippled again. “That’s why I came to see you. I heard the call, just like those ghosts. Felt the pull of your soul to mine.”
A lump formed in my throat. Magic rose around us, swelling and pulsing against my skin. “You’re my soul mate?”
“Some souls were connected before time began.”
Love, the most powerful of all magic, slid up my legs, tickled along my spine and exploded into my heart. 
My soul mate had found me. Destiny was here. No more worry, no more feeling adrift and unsure about my love life.
And no need for my great-grandmother’s approval.
I slipped into Gabriel’s arms and turned my face up to his. His gaze dropped to my lips, came back up to my eyes. “Is that one of the signals?” he asked.
“Signals?”
“That you wish to be kissed.”
Ah. That signal. “Yes.”
Rather than lowering his lips to mine—which would have taken quite a bit since he was a good foot and a half taller than me—he lifted me off the floor. I wrapped my arms around his neck and laughed into his mouth as he kissed me, wings rippling this time with the same happiness coursing through my body.
Love. Everyone wants it. Not everyone finds it. Sometimes all we need is a little magic and a lot of understanding to help it along.
The End
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A SAMHAIN SURPRISE
by
Debora Geary
 
Marcus hated Halloween. Most modern witches regarded late October with a mix of humor and resignation, as pointy hats, broomsticks—and lately, Harry Potter glasses—came out in full force. They waited patiently until the year clicked into November and everyone decided witches weren’t real again.
But it wasn’t the flood of fake witches that Marcus hated. Or the sharp increase in silly people trying to do magic, or the devastation wreaked by small children hyped on sugar.
He hated that Halloween reminded him of Evan, that it made him, a forty-eight-year-old man, feel five and helpless again. Watching your twin brother float away on the astral plane and never come back was a horror no five-year-old should ever have to face. Reliving it for the next forty-three years…
That was his burden to carry. And if it made him a grumpy old man on the eve of Samhain, as the veil between the worlds thinned once again, then so be it.
This year, however, he’d decided to try something different.
Picking up his laptop, he logged into Enchanter’s Realm. Online gaming worlds had no astral planes, no veils, and no ghostly brothers. And for once, this Halloween, he really didn’t want to be alone. 
Landing in the middle of the small village near his castle keep, he frowned. There were dozens of people on the streets, as he’d expected. But they were all staring up at the sky, absolutely silent except for a few stray oohs and aahs.
Marcus looked up and caught sight of the beautiful ghostlights dancing on the face of the moon—and then cursed and grabbed his rucksack. Would the idiots never learn? It hadn’t been more than a month since pink birds had flown overhead, singing and dropping candy—and half the stockpiled spells in Realm had turned into hopping frogs. The time before that, the sky had sprinkled purple glitter—and his warrior army had been found eating their swords-turned-into-carrots and wearing pink bunny slippers.
Three times and he’d learned his lesson, even if no one else had. The world was not always as it seemed, and a smart witch looked for the hidden layers. Or in this case, Warrior Girl’s latest sneak attack. He checked his rucksack, assessing the spells he had on hand. Damn it. He was well armed for trick-or-treating—but not a decent counterspell in the bunch.
Caught flatfooted again by a nine-year-old girl. She might have just unseated him as the number-three player in Realm’s witch-only levels, but darned if that meant he was going to roll over and vanish.
“Lost something?” said a voice to his right.
Marcus turned—and felt like he’d entered a time warp. Nobody had seen either of Realm’s top two players in years. “What are you doing here?”
The old, gnarled wizard cackled. “I hear the girl child has taken over. Figured it was time for her to face some real competition.”
Marcus scowled. “We put up a decent fight.”
“In my day,” The Wizard rubbed his hands gleefully, “little girls didn’t run Realm.”
“Careful.” Marcus grinned. “This little girl’s pretty feisty. She hears you talking like that, she’ll probably turn your underwear pink.”
“She can try.” The Wizard scowled, but looked oddly amused. Probably reasonable, given her real-life status as Warrior Girl’s mother. 
Marcus thought quickly. Back in The Wizard’s heyday, solitary play had been the name of the game. Then they’d let in women and small girl children, and alliances had broken out like a particularly contagious virus. Marcus had resisted until fairly recently, but when the world changed, sometimes even cantankerous old men needed to evolve.
He grunted. “It’ll be easier to get things back to normal around here again if we work together.”
The Wizard grinned, a wholly unnatural act for his face. “A good idea. Too bad the girl child beat you to it.” 
As Marcus gaped, smoke puffed and The Wizard evaporated. A thready voice came out of the smoke. “And you might want to check your underwear.”
Demon wings and bat dung—would the girl never stop messing with him? Marcus didn’t bother checking—no doubt his undershorts were pink. Or glittery. Or worse.
He spun around at a chuckle from the shadows. “Who goes there?”
“Your newest friend,” said a sultry voice—another that he hadn’t heard in Realm for years. Even the veil between past and present thinned tonight.
Marcus walked over to join the sexy gypsy lurking in the dark. “Esmerelda. Haven’t seen you around for a bit.”
“Not enough competition.” She shrugged. “The girl is interesting, though. Inventive. You don’t think fast enough to keep up with her.”
Marcus gritted his teeth. He’d spent four months as the last witch standing between Warrior Girl and Realm domination, and was getting very little respect for it. “You might have shown up a little sooner.”
Her low, sexy laugh grated on his last nerve. “And miss the pink bunny slippers? I don’t think so.” She raised an eyebrow. “It took you too long to reverse that spell—getting rusty in your old age?” 
He resisted the urge to use up half his spell cache in a defiant display of un-rustiness. Barely. No point wasting game points. “Why are you here?”
“To ensure I stay the top player in Realm. Why else?” She leaned back against the wall. “I could use a good number two.”
She was offering an alliance? Marcus frowned, his brain fighting to catch up. Ah. “You need me. You won’t beat The Wizard and Warrior Girl working together.”
“Oh, but I will.” She wiggled her fingers. “And I brought reinforcements.”
He jumped as duplicate blonde pixies materialized in the shadows and started giggling. “Hi, Uncle Marcus.”
He frowned. Warrior Girl’s triplet sisters weren’t witches. “How’d you two get in here?” Non-witches played in separate levels, for their own safety. That wasn’t a veil. It was supposed to be a bloody brick wall. Mia and Shay were expert programmers, but they wouldn’t last long in this level without magic. 
They looked particularly pleased. “Esmerelda fixed it so that we can play. One night only.”
Hecate’s hallows—that must have taken about a zillion game points.
The gypsy’s eyes twinkled. “Girls, go prepare your distraction.”
They took off running. Good thing everyone was still looking up at the moon. “What exactly are they doing?”
Esmerelda shrugged. “I’m not sure—they wouldn’t tell me. But they assured me it would get everyone’s attention.”
He preferred minions that followed his precise directions. “And then we’re going to do what, exactly?”
“There’s only one way into the top spot. We’re going to challenge The Wizard and his latest sidekick to a duel.”
Marcus was unconvinced that Warrior Girl was anyone’s sidekick, but he decided to keep that little bit of information to himself.
Then a gong rang out, resounding off the walls and keeps of Realm. Marcus spun around and ran toward the street—he knew that gong. Time warp again. The gypsy was hard on his heels. “The Hacker’s back?”
The Hacker had made Realm history twenty years ago, in the very first online version of the game, when he’d cracked the witch-only levels. He remained the only non-witch to ever breach the brick wall.
The two of them charged into the street—and into a huge cloud of smoke. That damn Wizard. Marcus coughed and dug into his rucksack. He was hopelessly unprepared for a showdown.
He looked up as the fog suddenly cleared. And joined all the other witches on the street in a moment of stunned silence.
The Wizard stood, Warrior Girl at his side, both of them looking gobsmacked. Esmerelda had taken up a fighting stance in front of Marcus, but her mouth was hanging open.
All eyes were on the team of three that stood ready for a Hallow’s Eve battle. Two blonde pixies and a geeky old librarian. The Hacker—and two of his real-life daughters.
His third daughter was thinking faster than anyone else. Warrior Girl glared at her sisters. “How’d you get here—and who’s he?”
Young people these days. They had no respect for history. Marcus stepped forward, hoping to get a better handle on the situation before all hell broke loose. “He’s The Hacker. Greatest coder ever to play this game.”
Warrior Girl sniffed. “Never heard of…” Her voice trailed off as she put two and two together. “Dad?”
He bowed. “At your service.”
Her eyes were as big as plates. “I thought you didn’t play anymore.”
“I don’t.” The Hacker’s grin was huge and seriously unnerving. “I just came to watch my apprentices take down the old farts holding onto the top two spots in Realm.”
Marcus blinked. Mia and Shay were genius coders for nine-year-olds, but they didn’t have magic. And in the witch-only levels of Realm, magic was as necessary as air. Especially if you wanted to win.
The Wizard stepped forward, eyes on The Hacker. “What are you up to?”
He grinned again. “Just leveling the playing field a bit.”
Marcus had his eyes on Warrior Girl, who had very quietly reached into her bag and pulled out a spellcube. “I don’t think so.” She glanced up at The Wizard. “Anyone gets to take him down, it’s going to be me.”
She aimed the cube at her sisters, activating the banishing spell as she fired. And gasped as her father caught it and threw it back. “What did you do to my spells?”
Shay’s grin was fierce, and as big as the sky. “Tonight, nobody here is a witch.”
Mia dropped the second hammer as witch chaos broke out. “On behalf of the non-witches of Realm, we bring the fight to you, code-to-code.” She gestured toward dozens of new faces that had suddenly appeared in the street behind her. “Tonight, we’re taking you down.”
 
*
 
It was an epic battle—the kind that Realm would talk of for years. Most witches, denied access to their usual magic, had been toppled easily, their rusty coding skills no match for the elite non-witch forces. The Hacker had stepped out of non-combatant status long enough to lock The Wizard and Esmerelda in the Eternal Tower. Warrior Girl and her sisters had locked themselves into a never-ending code loop, the product of three minds used to thinking a little too much alike.
And Marcus had been left standing as Ruler of all Realm.
He sat now, in the real-life living room of The Hacker and The Wizard, enjoying the spoils of victory. 
Daniel, aka The Hacker, raised his glass in toast. “To the only witch smart enough to figure out you’d been hacked.”
Marcus snorted. “Knowing is one thing. Fixing it was a whole different cauldron of fish.” He’d won the battle for Realm by reversing the magical block The Hacker’s two minions had slid through a loophole in Realm’s admin controls. It had been perversely difficult to find.
Daniel grinned in pride. “My girls are awesome coders. All three of them.” The girls in question were wedged in the couch together, giggling.
The Wizard sat down on her husband’s lap. “You didn’t need to lock us in the tower, however. I might have to get even for that soon.”
Her brother Jamie, looking nothing like a sexy gypsy, snickered. “I’d offer to help, but I don’t think it’d do much good.” The Hacker’s coding skills were truly legendary.
Marcus sat back a moment, watching their three sets of twinkling eyes. They were enjoying themselves a little too much. And then the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place. He leaned forward, speaking in tones the girls wouldn’t catch. “A Samhain surprise. You planned this.”
The Wizard batted her eyes innocently. “Whatever do you mean?”
Now he was sure. He stared at the three of them for a moment, trying to work it out. 
Jamie grinned. “We might have left a tiny hole in the admin controls. And Daniel might have had his girls test the system for any vulnerabilities.”
And a couple hundred Realm players, witch and non-witch alike, had had the time of their lives because of it—and might pay a little more attention to their coding skills in future. Marcus nodded in appreciation, and then stopped as one more question struck him. “So why did you let me win?”
The Wizard nodded toward her girls. “We couldn’t very well let one of them win.”
The Hacker grinned. “You’re the only guy other than the three of us who can code well enough to beat my girls.” He paused a beat. “For today.”
Marcus raised his glass. Warning heard and heeded.
 
*
 
Later, as Marcus dropped into Realm to shuttle back to his home on the other side of the continent, he looked up at the full moon and pondered. Tonight, the veil between two worlds had thinned, and good had come of it. Perhaps there was a lesson there.
Closing his eyes, he visualized his twin’s face. And for once, felt a bit of comfort.
The End
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Morgan Hawkes squared her shoulders and looked at the two-story brownstone, built at the turn of the century that looked right at home in this upscale section of Central City. She glanced at the red-faced, rotund woman next to her and cocked one eyebrow.
“You said someone was murdered inside?”
The woman nodded, her already red cheeks turning a shade deeper. “Yes.” Her head shook with such force that her beehive hairdo wiggled precariously. Her fuchsia-tipped nails fiddled nervously with the ID badge pinned on her jacket, identifying her as Rene Wilson- Central City Realty. “The daughter of the current owner was raped and murdered here exactly one year ago. Cassie Marvin – perhaps you heard of the incident?”
Morgan shook her head. “Not offhand. So it happened here – and on All Hallows’ Eve, eh?” She cast a wary eye at the house. Her witchy senses tingled; she could feel the spirit energy reaching out to her. “Did they catch the perp?”
“Oh yes.” Rene nodded again. ‘He was shot as he attempted an escape out a side door. Died on the spot.”
Well, that explained the significant pull. “You mentioned strange happenings on the phone.”
Rene took a deep breath. “Every time I show this house I get the strangest feeling – like angry eyes are watching my every move. I feel like I’m being followed, too.” Her broad shoulders shook in a brief shudder. “It’s a losing proposition for me. People want to come and look, but it’s all out of some sense of morbid curiosity. They see a couple rooms and then can’t wait to get the hell out of there.”
Morgan studied the house with its shuttered windows, tall spires, deep gables, and felt a sense of foreboding steal over her. Her fingers moved restlessly over the well-stocked utility belt cinched at her waist. Their fears, she felt certain, were not without merit.
Now that she’d started spouting, Rene babbled like a brook. “Just the other day I showed it to a couple who didn’t seem to balk at its—ah—unsavory history, shall we say?” One eye closed in a broad wink. “They were more than willing to overlook a little murder for a lot of discount. I swear they were ready to sign on the dotted line, and then we heard the scream. A woman’s scream, from one of the upstairs bedrooms.” Her hand fluttered up, patted at her beehive. “We raced out of there damn fast, let me tell you. I called the police right away. They came within seconds, but found no one inside. No earthly person, anyway.” Her breath shuddered out of her body and she raised eyes heavily lined in black to Morgan. “That’s when they suggested I call PSI and request you. Your Commander, Gilroy—”
“Gilley,” Morgan corrected gently.
“Yeah, whatever. He said I was lucky to get you. That you were transferring out in a few weeks.”
That was true. Her boyfriend, Cole St. John, had recently been promoted and had recommended her to take his place on the Special Forces team. And even though she loved her work with PSI, it was a promotion she couldn’t really refuse. Besides the obvious prestige and increase in pay, it was a golden opportunity to work closely with Cole, and learn from the master, so to speak. Her insides warmed at the mere thought of the handsome vampire. 
She dragged her thoughts away from him with an effort and forced herself to concentrate on the woman in front of her, who was still speaking.
“Your Commander said if anyone could cleanse this house, it would be you.”
Morgan offered her a small smile. “Well, I assure you I’ll certainly try. I have a very good success rate with this sort of thing. Now, first I need to determine what spirit is trapped inside the house, so if there’s anything else you can add?”
Rene made a small, mewling sound in the back of her throat. “Actually, there – there might be something else.” She lowered her lashes, and Morgan had the sense she looked embarrassed. “As I rushed out that day, I had the distinct impression that – I mean, I felt someone—or something—touch me.”
Morgan’s eyebrow rose. “Touch you? How? A light friendly touch, like a hand on your shoulder?”
“Hell no. This touch was far from friendly.” Rene’s eyes went wide. “It was much, much worse. It touched me here.” She pointed to her large breasts. “And here.” Her hand darted between her legs. “Like it was trying to cop a feel, or something.”
“Ah.” Morgan inclined her head toward the massive front door. “Okay then. If you would be so kind as to unlock it for me, I’ll get to work.”
“Sure.” Still she hesitated, her hand fluttering above her chest.
Morgan rolled her shoulders. She’d seen looks like that before in her PSI career, usually on the faces of those withholding some sort of information. “Is there something else you wish to tell me, Rene?”
The words croaked out, little more than a whisper. “That man—the one who murdered the girl—they said he dabbled in voodoo. That he was one with the dark spirits.” Her gaze met Morgan’s. “Your Commander said that wouldn’t be a problem for you.”
Morgan’s eyes narrowed. A few months ago she might have balked at this challenge, but after more recent events, her confidence had been bolstered. “He’s right,” she said shortly. “It’s not. Now, if you would be so kind—”
“Of course.”
They walked up the few steps to the front door and Rene unlocked it, swung it wide. Morgan tapped the woman’s shoulder as she started to cross the threshold.
“It’s best if I go in alone.”
Morgan could swear a look of relief suffused the woman’s face. “Well, if you’re absolutely certain that you won’t … need me for anything?”
“No. Your presence would only complicate things, disturb the energy. It’s best if I’m on my own.”
“Well, then.” Her eyes darted nervously around before settling back on Morgan. “You—you’re not afraid, then? After all I’ve told you, you’re still willing to give this a go?”
Morgan offered her a small smile. “Of course. I’m a ghostbuster. It’s what I do.” For the next two weeks, anyway. 
“Fine. Good luck, and call me when you’ve finished.”
Rene tore down the front steps, hopped into the fire engine red BMW parked at the curb, and raced off. Morgan watched ‘til the taillights disappeared from view, then shook her head and let the front door swing shut behind her. Standing in the great hallway, she was suddenly assailed by a feeling of dampness, a chilling cold that swept through her entire body.
Shake it off. You’ve faced down far worse than this.
Morgan moved into the entryway, letting her eyes travel around her surroundings. The front foyer had several doorways leading to the rest of the house. Morgan took a quick survey. A corridor off to the right led to a spacious kitchen, appointed with the latest appliances. To the left was a living room, and just beyond that was what appeared to be a study. Morgan’s sharp gaze took in the thick plush carpeting, high ceilings and opulent wood furniture. The place oozed money. She shook her head. Too bad the owners were unable to enjoy it.
Morgan closed her eyes and surrendered herself to the energy within the house. As a part Wiccan witch, she was used to calling upon spirits. Like most Wiccans, she used her knowledge of white magic for good. She had the ability to communicate with spirits trapped between planes, due in part to her advanced psyche, courtesy of her father, who had been a high Voodoo priest. As a result, Morgan had knowledge and talent of magic both black and white – but up until a few weeks ago an incident from her past had prevented her from utilizing her abilities to their fullest extent. She credited Cole St. John with helping her come out of her shell – one of the many reasons she loved him.
Morgan reached out with her white light energy and immediately sensed more than one presence in the house. One energy was dark and dangerous – the male, no doubt, the rapist/killer. The other seemed more fragile and sensitive, and yet Morgan didn’t get the sense it was the same girl Rene’d mentioned, the one who had been murdered here. Who could it be? 
Seeing the winding staircase, Morgan slowly ascended it. On the second floor landing she paused. The feminine energy seemed greater here. She walked down the hall and pushed open the door at the far end, finding herself in a decidedly feminine bedroom, with pink wallpaper and a sweet canopy bed. Walking all the way into the room she sensed an immediate dip in the temperature, and she shivered slightly, feeling the icy coolness of spectral energy seep into her bones.
“Where are you, sweetheart?” she murmured softly. “Talk to me.”
Over in the far corner of the room, a soft green light started to glow. Morgan advanced toward it slowly, taking care to keep her voice soft and soothing. “Can you tell me your name? Are you Cassie Marvin?”
The energy floating through the room was palpable. Deep in the recesses of her mind, Morgan heard a voice whisper softly, “No.”
She reached out again. “Who are you?”
“Daisy Maran,” came the voice. 
The spirit seemed willing to communicate. That was a good start. “How long have you been trapped between planes, Daisy? When did you live in this house?”
“Long time ago,” the voice floated back to Morgan. “I lived here a long time ago. I died here when I was very young. Nineteen. My spirit should be at peace, but he will not let me rest.”
“He? Who is he?”
“The evil one—Batanga,” the voice spat now, full of venom. “Evil Bokor who wanted me for his own—my spirit tried to get away from him. He kept calling me back here, would not let me go to the light. Finally I possessed Cassie and tried to escape him – it was the only way I could think of. But he came after me. Possessed that two bit thief and shot her down. Her spirit went to the light, but he wouldn’t let mine.” There came a long sigh, like wind howling. “Now we are both trapped here. But I want to be free of him. I want to go back.”
Morgan nodded. She thought she understood now. Batanga had wanted Daisy for his own, and used black magic to try and raise her spirit, to be his companion. Daisy fought against him, but it had cost Cassie—and her rapist—their lives. Now Daisy wanted to be free, but Batanga used his powerful hoodoo to keep her spirit chained here, with him.
Morgan squared her shoulders. Not if she could help it.
“Daisy, is Batanga here now? In this house, with us?”
Silence, and then…He is always here. He never leaves. I just want peace.
Morgan nodded. “And you shall have it.” 
Morgan reached for the utility belt strapped around her waist. She unzipped it, pulled out a white candle and a packet of herbs. Taking a match, she lit the candle, then sprinkled the herbs around the floor in a circle.
“To purify,” she said. “Daisy, you must listen to me. You must stay with me, and do exactly as I say. I can guide your spirit out of here, but we need to act swiftly—”
Too late, she interrupted me. He’s here. Batanga is here.
Morgan muttered an oath as she turned around. An ominous dark shadow loomed large in the doorway, swaying to and fro in the opening. Morgan bit back a shiver and walked purposefully toward the dark shape. As she approached, she felt a tremendous surge of energy course through her body, making her stagger back a step. Off to her left, she saw the shadowy outline take on the form of a tall man, solidly built with powerful muscles. His face remained in shadow.
Who are you? his voice thundered through her brain. Why are you here?
Morgan’s chin lifted. “I’m here to send you back into the black hell from whence you came, spirit. I’m here to free Daisy, and help her back into the light.”
The head moved slightly. Ah, one who practices white magic. Wiccan.
“Yes.”
And something else, too, I sense. The voice deepened. You are not without knowledge of the dark side of voodoo yourself, are you? 
Morgan crossed her arms over her chest and shivered slightly. “We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you, and Daisy. You are going to let her go back into the light.”
Sorry. I can’t do that. Daisy will stay here with me.
Even though she had an idea it was an exercise in futility, Morgan tried to reason. “She doesn’t want to. Why do you want her to do something she so obviously does not want to do?”
The hatred emanating from the shadow was so strong Morgan almost fell over. She never even gave me a chance. I loved her from the moment I saw her, but she wanted no part of me. I told her I could use my magic to cure her, when she found out she was ill, and she said she would rather die. So I still used my magic, to keep her spirit here with me. I can never let her go.
 “Do you really want to love someone who so obviously does not want you? Who does not want to be here with you?”
Morgan felt a surge of triumph at the rush of hot, fetid air. She’d made the spirit sigh, at least.
Have you never wanted someone so badly you would do anything to have them? Even if you knew they did not want you? In time, she will change her mind.
 ‘It’s been many years, and her view hasn’t changed. Give it up. You’ve lost. Let Daisy and yourself – move onto the next plane.”
One word burned itself through Morgan’s brain: Never.
Yeah, well. That’s what they all said.
Morgan squared her shoulders. “Listen, Batanga. I understand your frustration, but you’ve got to face facts. Daisy does not want to be with you, and she’s resenting you more and more for keeping her against her will. Cut your losses now, while you can. Release Daisy from your bokor magic, and allow me to help you both to go to the light. Trust me, once you let go and find peace, you’re going to end up in a much better place. I can help you do it, but you’ve got to cooperate.”
Thanks, but no thanks. Daisy and I will remain here.
Morgan sighed. After all, what is life without a challenge? This would most likely be her last ghostbusting case. Once she joined PSI, there would be other types of evil to overcome. Dammit, she was going to go out on a high note.
“Have it your way. But I warn you, I can fight dirty too.”
She heard a sound and whirled. Another ominous dark shadow loomed large behind her. As she watched, it stretched, elongated into another form, one with scales, talons for fingers, and deep red eyes. Off to her left she heard a smattering of deep, rumbling laughter.
Batanga can call up many to help him achieve his goal.
Forget it, white witch. Go home. Even in this plane my powers are greater than yours.
“We’ll have to see about that.” Her fingers dipped into her pocket, closing around a large object which she slowly drew forth. “Know what this is?” she asked. “It’s a voodoo gourd. It’s used to ward off evil spirits.”
The scaly form drew back as if burned and let out a mournful wail before it crumpled into itself and disappeared. Morgan held the gourd aloft and then tensed as she heard a loud thump. Her neck snapped around, but she saw nothing. Suddenly something grabbed her arm, jerked her wrist back. The gourd went sailing across the room.
How dare you defy my power.
Morgan was already reaching for her silver athame but Batanga was no slouch. He moved swiftly, sweeping her feet out from under her and dropping her to the floor. Morgan rolled off to the left, narrowly avoiding the swift kick the spirit aimed at her head.
 “So you want to play dirty, do you?” Morgan scooped her black bangs out of her eyes and flung both arms wide. Memories long buried cascaded to the forefront of her brain.
“Kalibunga, Owana. Mesala, Onega.”
The dark energy in the room pulsed, and Morgan knew Batanga was gathering all his strength. That voodoo chant was designed to weaken, but judging from the force with which the shadow rebounded, his knowledge of voodoo far exceeded hers, and his energy could easily overcome her. Morgan reached into her belt again and her fingers closed over a small packet. She drew it out, murmuring a silent prayer, at the same instant she felt a prick at the back of her neck. Her arm lashed out, sending sparks of energy flowing out of her fingertips. The dark shape materialized beside her, and Morgan jumped at the touch of icy fingertips on her left breast.
You want to make a deal? Fine. Daisy’s spirit for yours.
Morgan’s head jerked up. “Are you serious?”
The shape moved as if giving a shrug. You’re feisty. And you’re right. Daisy doesn’t want me.
“Neither do I.”
Light laughter. Ah, but taming you will be more of a challenge. One I shall overcome and enjoy. So, white witch? What’s it to be?
 Morgan hesitated. “Why should I trust you?”
Do you have a choice? Not if you wish to free Daisy. 
Morgan set her jaw. “Fine. I accept.”
Excellent. Send Daisy along, now. And then you and I—we shall remain here for all eternity.
Morgan moved swiftly lest Batanga change his mind. “Daisy,” she called softly. “Daisy, appear to me. I’m going to send you into the light.”
Silence, and then, off in the far corner of the room, a faint green glow.
He lies. Do not trust him.
“It’s all right, Daisy,” Morgan said soothingly. “We’ve made a deal, Batanga and I. He will set you free in exchange for me staying here with him.”
The green light pulsed at a frantic pace. No. You cannot make such a sacrifice.
“It’s okay.” Morgan reached out to the girl. “Daisy, listen to me. I want you to sense a bright light descending upon you from the heavens. Can you do that?”
A pause. Yes.
“Good. Now, there should be a cobblestone path in the center of the light. Do you see it?”
Yes.
“Step onto that path, and keep walking. Just keep walking. Don’t turn back, or look back, and the path will guide you home. Do it. Now.”
Morgan felt the energy move forward, and then suddenly felt another surge as the dark shape made a lunge. “Daisy! GO NOW!” she screamed, and stepped in front of the dark shadow. It hit her square in the chest, propelling her backward. Morgan reached into her belt, pulled out a small vial, and threw its contents square in the center of the shadow. Immediately it began to quake and shiver. Morgan turned her head slightly, saw the green light move slowly upward, and felt the sense of peace and acceptance that usually accompanied a successful sprit cleansing. She rose and whirled around, her face dark.
“You tried to stop her,” she rasped. “You were going to reneg.”
The shadow shimmered off in the corner. “You used Nettle. White Wiccan Bitch.”
“True. But I’m also quite the Black Magic Wiccan. You see, I possess the best of both worlds. And now that Daisy is safe, it’s well past time I rid the world of you.”
Reaching into her belt, Morgan pulled out two more packets. “St. John’s Wort—often used to drive away evil spirits. Combine it with Solomon’s Seal Root, and we have a powerful formula for exorcism, indeed.”
The shadow pulsed. Exorcism?

“You are an evil spirit, after all.” Morgan took the packets and flung the contents directly at the shadow. It squealed in pain as the herbs hit their mark, and for a minute hung in the air, totally still. Then, slowly, the shadow shifted and twisted back into the finely muscled body of a man. This time however, the facial features were clear. Batanga had a high forehead, a strong jaw, thick dark hair and slightly slanted, opaque eyes. If he weren’t so evil, Morgan might have considered him handsome.
Of course, not as handsome as Cole. But then, few men were.
“I remember some things from my father’s journals,” Morgan said. “I don’t have a poppet, hence I had to make your true form materialize.” 
Morgan’s fingers moved swiftly. She grabbed some mirrors from the nearby dresser and quickly placed them around Batanga. Once his image was reflected in all of them, she pulled a small hammer out of her belt, leaned forward, and smashed the mirrors.
“I call upon the Ancient Ones from the great abyss to do my bidding. I invoke Cuthalu, God of Anger, and all the creatures of the underworld to hear me now…
Bones of Anger, Bones of Dust
Full of fury, Revenge is just
Return this one to whence he came.”
Batanga’s body started to quiver and shake. Morgan’s eyes traveled swiftly around the room. At last she saw it, far off in one corner – a tiny patch of gray energy. Morgan stood before it, waving her arms back and forth.
“Mulhala, Inswoldi. Return him to whence he came.”
A loud shriek emitted from the patch of gray, and then the room brightened, as if a thousand light-bulbs had suddenly gone off at once. Batanga let out a terrified shriek as many balls of energy emerged from the opening and descended upon him. They covered him, bathing him in their light, and then lifted him up. In one swift movement, the pinpricks of energy carried Batanga through the gray opening.
Morgan moved swiftly, removing magnetized stakes from her belt and a small hammer. She pounded the stakes into the opening, securely so that the spirits could never cross over again. When she was finished, she sat back on her haunches and surveyed her handiwork.
“That’s the end of you, Batanga,” Morgan murmured. “Your spirit won’t be able to break through the magnetized barrier. You’re trapped with the ghosts of your past forever.”
From a great distance, Morgan heard a soft, feminine voice.
Thank you.
Morgan smiled. “You’re very welcome, Daisy.”
She rose, slinging her belt over one arm. She paused mid-stride at the slight vibration in her pants pocket and pulled out her phone, glanced at the text message.
Done with your ghostbusting? R we on for dinner? Happy Samhain, BTW
Cole
Morgan looked at the message and smiled. She’d almost forgotten what day it was. And what better way to spend Halloween than giving an evil Bokor just what he deserved—and more? Morgan’s fingers moved swiftly over the keyboard.
Sure am. Dinner sounds great. Happy Samhain to you, too.
“Yep,” she chuckled. “Looks like the trick’s on you, Batanga. Now it’s time for my treat.”
Morgan’s lips curved upward as she started for the front door. In her mind, there was no better way to celebrate Samhain. What could top it? As far as she was concerned, nothing in this universe – or beyond – could. 
Just like that popular commercial—dinner with Cole, the vampire she loved—priceless.
The End
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RIANA’S REVENGE
by
Dale Mayer
 
Chapter One
The Gods hated her.
Who else would send Bronan, her ex-best friend, her ex-life partner to be, and now her ex-love, as her examiner, her judge on this day—potentially her last day on earth? Not only did she face a challenge for ownership of her House and all the families within, but it was her day of Awakening. The last hours before her birthday when she’d gain her skills and powers that would stay with her for life. 
Only this would take place after the challenge.
Like she said, the Gods hated her.
“Riana, Hydromancer of the 1st degree, representative of the House of Sarlagon, step forward please.”
Bronan’s voice slid through the dense blackness. Anger warred with the sense of loss at the smoothness of his voice. Standing in the shadows, Riana swallowed hard. The arena was so large she couldn’t see the seats or their occupants surrounding her. Hesitate and it was over. She knew that, but it didn’t make her feet move any faster. Still, show weakness and her opponent would gain the edge. 
Picking up her floor-skimming gold and white robes and tossing her long midnight braid over her shoulder, she took a solid step forward. Straight into the circle of light.
Murmurs whispered through the darkness in an ever-growing circle. So she wasn’t what they expected, huh? No surprise. Her people kept low profiles. At less than 5 feet high and barely a hundred pounds, she looked tiny, childlike. An easy mark. A target.
“Do you agree to represent your House in this challenge?” 
Challenge? Is that what one called it? She’d have used the word slaughter.
“Yes,” she murmured.
Among the audience, shocked ripples mingled with laughter, anticipation and a growing anger. The elders were council members, but there was always an audience of thrill seekers looking for a show. They’d expected a fight. Not this. Not her. 
 “Are you aware of the charge levied against you?”
She nodded. 
“How do you respond to the charge?”
An air of anticipation swept through the house.
Riana lifted her chin. “I am the rightful Head of Sarlagon House. My documentation is in order and has been handed to the authorities to back up my claim.”
“She lies!”
For the first time, Riana turned to face her accuser. Her mind reeled. Ector, Bronan’s father—a bully, a destroyer, a killer. Fate was laughing her head off—again. Ector had tried to steal the House of Sarlagon from her mother years ago. Now he was back to try and steal it from the daughter. Figures. Ector had a bad name in her elemental world. His house worked fire, consumed everything in its path. Hers worked water, gave life to everyone and everything. Many would say they could never get along. Some would say they were born to be natural enemies. Or born partners. Bronan worked energy. He had no affinity for flames. Still, he’d managed to burn her—badly.
Bronan spoke up. “Ector, Warrior of Huron House, do you wish to proceed with your challenge?
“I do.”
Riana snorted. No hesitation on his part. He couldn’t wait. The seven-foot warrior almost frothed at the mouth. He figured she’d be easy. Have her at his mercy within minutes, then in exchange for her life, he’d want her as a slave. That wouldn’t end well.
“The council requests a moment.” Several elders gathered together while Riana and Ector stood and waited. 
Riana didn’t know what the council was arguing on, but she refused to let Ector steal her House. The last hydromancer Priestess, Riana’s mother, had died just over a decade ago. Riana would be the next, the only Priestess of her people. 
 Except she was a year too young to ascend to rule. She was almost nineteen. Her birthday was at midnight tonight. All Hallows’ Eve. She had to be twenty to rule the House or she had to prove she was strong enough to keep what she held. 
Hence the challenge. 
Normally by the age of twenty, she’d have completed her hydromancer training. With the passing of her mother, there’d been no one left to train her. But she was strong. No one knew how strong, including herself. A triumph today would cement her status, her title and stop any others from attempting to take over her House. At least for awhile. Should she lose – well, she wouldn’t go there. To have Bronan be part of the judicial team was unacceptable. Surely his father being the challenger was grounds to have him removed.
“Don’t bother.”
Riana gasped, her eyes darting toward Bronan and then away. Damn it. Why couldn’t she catch a break? When had he learned to mindspeak? 
“My skills, like yours, have increased.”
Off center, Riana trembled. No. This couldn’t be. She shook her head and opened her mouth to protest to the council.
“No. Don’t try to get rid of me. You need to trust me. You don’t know what you’re up against.”
“Trust you?” It was all she could do to stop herself from glaring in his direction. The rules of their relationship hadn’t changed. The basic underlying conflict from those tumultuous months—no one could know. His rule, not hers. She’d wanted to tell the world. He’d wanted to keep it quiet. Because…he hadn’t planned on sticking around. 
“You don’t understand. I had to leave. We couldn’t be together. Once my father suspected us, it was the only way to keep you safe.”
She closed her eyes, tremors racking her body. Dear God. How could she focus on what she faced right now? She couldn’t. Not with him there. She had to get rid of him. 
“No. Get over it, and fast. If it isn’t my father, it will be someone else. Huron house is just the first to issue the challenge. Your House is rich and ready for the picking. You must be careful here. Consider letting the House fall to save yourself. This challenge is to the death.”
“Then say goodbye to your father.” Her response came fast and instinctive.
Bravado? Maybe. How had it gotten to this? Of course, she knew. Her mother’s death had sent them all into isolation. To hide from those that would try to conquer them. They’d kept the visitors away and the signs of disease on their doors and windows. Her mother’s energy, her magic, had been strong, lasting long after her death, helping to protect the House as they waited for Riana to grow up. 
But no pressure.
Everything had been fine. For years, the women of the House had been lulled into a false sense of security. Then last week an intruder had broken in the compound. One of Ector’s men. He’d escaped before they could capture him. They should have killed him at first sight.
“You couldn’t have. You are a healer. That’s your gift. To gift life, not death.” 
Bronan’s voice filled her mind, making her close her eyes against the compassionate understanding. He’d always understood. She’d never felt so alone as when he’d left. His desertion had devastated her. 
“You must not fight. Relinquish your rights and let him take over. He will preserve the House. He needs them. He needs the women,” Bronan argued frantically.
“He will abuse them, enslave them. He is your father. You know this.”
Silence.
“Too late. It’s started.”



 
Chapter Two
She could only see the three council members standing on either side of Ector back in the same lit circle she’d stood in before. The hundreds of others, although there, were hidden in the darkness of the vast arena. 
Riana jumped in first. “As the one challenged, I request a decision from the council on the documentation I provided this day.” Riana kept her voice clear and controlled as it moved through the vast space. 
“I need to understand why is it you believe I am not the rightful Head of the House of Sarlagon,” Riana said.
Ector faced her. Gloating snaked through his voice, his face rabid with avarice. “Only those passed directly down from the old Priestess and those before her can hold the title. Without the genetics, you have no power. Without the title, you are only one more of the many Learners. Without the power and title, the House will fall to others. Me.”
Her spine stiffened. The challenge to her own birthright was something Riana never had considered. 
“Why do you feel that my mother was not my mother?” she asked, proud of her presentation. Her voice, calm and sure, hid the clambering of her insides.
“Because should she be your mother, then I would be your father. Your rightful place is at my side. And not as priestess of House of Sarlagon.” His voice almost gentled – as if heavily used steel could be gentle. “I have tried to speak to the elders of your house many times. They would not listen.”
Shock, overwhelming in clarity, was like a bullet coming out of nowhere and killing her dead. What nonsense was he talking now? “My birthright has never been questioned before. You choose now, when my mother isn’t here to defend herself, on the eve of my nineteenth birthday, when I would rightfully claim my path to Priestess, to speak these words of spite. You, a powerful warrior, choose the days when I, a nothing to you, am weakest. Just before the gaining of my powers?” she scoffed. 
The elders’ whispers grew, a whistling murmur circling her. 
“You are not nineteen. You are seventeen,” he cried out passionately. “If you were her daughter, you would have already shown the others that you possess her skills. You have no skills. You are only a Learner. Nothing more.”
She was on firmer ground here. He was mistaken. Her powers had shown up. More would arrive before midnight. Today. In fact, just hours away. At her Awakening . Ector had to have known. Had to have timed this challenge specifically for when she’d be the most vulnerable – just before the event. 
Did Bronan know?
“No. I do now.”
 “And you say that should I be as useless as you say I am, then you are not my father. Yet if I were her daughter with all her talents, that would make you my father? Make up your mind.”
He struggled to contain the emotions sliding across his face. “You must accept. Your mother kept you hidden. Kept you away from me. She didn’t want you to find out. She believed she could turn you into what she wanted you to be, in spite of what she called your other genetics.”
Other genetics? Daughter? She paused. Bronan. Oh my God. 
“Exactly. We are brother and sister. Our relationship is forbidden.”
 She faced him, her heart trying to escape from her chest. It’s not true. “How could you not have told me about this?”
“It is the truth. We are siblings.”
Riana closed her eyes, almost swaying as she understood the months of pain they’d both endured. And hadn’t needed to. “No, we are not. I have proof.”
“Now. Relinquish your rights to the House of Aragon,” Ector roared. “You are my daughter. You belong to Huron House.”
She turned to address Ector. Placing her hands together, in the form of respect to the elders, she bowed her head. “I must decline. I am the First Daughter of Sarlagon House. I am the daughter of Nissa, old Priestess of Sarlagon. The child of whom you speak died before seeing her first sunrise. That pregnancy brought on the end of my mother. Her health declined thereafter.” She stared at him, the truth shining from her eyes. “You have challenged me to the right to take over my house. I accept your challenge.”
She turned and walked away.
“Don’t do this,” Ector cried. “You are my daughter. Don’t force me to kill my own child.”
She bowed her head, paused in the act of taking the next step. She straightened. “You have challenged the person you believe to be your daughter, knowing that you would bring about her death—yet you chose to go ahead. Having accepted the challenge, I can see your distress at the unexpected. I doubt it is due to the prospect of killing your daughter, but I could be wrong,” she said smoothly. “Therefore, I have a request … and a solution. Instead of fighting me, allow your son, Bronan, to fight in your stead.”
Dead silence.
Then the roar from the elders filled the arena. She could barely see the shadows shift with agitation. She had no trouble feeling the shock and anger in the air. The color bleached from Ector’s skin. “What? You wish to fight my son? Then your death is assured.”
“Mayhap,” she replied coolly. “However, should I win, then he becomes mine…to do with as I wish.”
The gasp in her mind made her smile.
Fury built on the older man’s face. “You play with me. You mock this challenge. You mock the council. There is no hope for you against my son. He is the next Lord of Huron House. You cannot defeat him in battle.” His roar almost made her wince.
“What game are you playing at?” Bronan whispered aghast.
“It’s your turn to trust me. Do you remember the last thing you said to me?”
Silence filled her mind. 
Then, when she was afraid he wouldn’t answer, as soft as a baby’s breath, as gentle as a dove, he whispered, “I love you.”
The words filled her heart, bringing shivers of joy to her soul. She’d been so lost. So bereft without him. 
“Did you mean it?” she couldn’t help asking.
“It is forbidden.”
“No. It’s not. I’m not your sister. He fathered my sister, not me.” Bronan needed to trust her.
“He says you are.”
“He’s a bitter man who has lusted after that which he could not have all those years ago. He does not challenge me to bring his daughter to his side; he challenges me to take over the House of Sarlagon. He made a bid to take over when my mother was alive. She was powerful and held him off. It didn’t work then and it won’t work now.”
“He wouldn’t lie to me.”
“He would do anything to keep you tied to him and away from the clutches of another House of Sarlagon whore. I have my mother’s journals. She wrote of his seduction, her pregnancy, his blackmail for the House, the battle for power and her injuries that caused the death of her child. His child. He killed his own child.”
Silence. 
“I have the journals. I can prove my claim. I will hand them over if required. The world should know of your father’s lack of honor.”
Astonishment, shocked understanding and sorrow played through her, then finally acceptance and love. The myriad of emotions a twisted tornado as she sought to understand.
“There is only question I need you to answer right now. Do you love me?”
The answer wasn’t long in coming. When it did, it swept through her mind, the voice, so deep, so passionate, so very loving, it nearly brought her to her knees. “Yes. You have always been the half to my heart. I have been lost without you.”
She closed her eyes briefly. “Then trust me, trust in us, regardless of the way this goes down.”
 
*
 
While the council adjourned to address her request, Riana sat crossed-legged on the large floor pillow in a private empty room and waited for their decision. She’d requested a different warrior, one of their own. A serious decision for them to make. And a request that wasn’t likely to be granted. 
That’s okay. She’d been trying to delay the challenge until after her Awakening. If it started before then, the challenge couldn’t go forth until it was over. By then her powers, her strength, would outdistance his. 
She knew it would be close.
Ector was gambling on it. He’d never fight a fair fight. Bastard!
She could only hope her Awakening would happen soon. Before the council decision would be best. Once a decision was made, the battle would follow immediately. There’d be no time for planning or preparation. Maybe it was better that way.
“Riana?”
Lifting her head, she looked for the owner of the voice.
“It’s me.”
She smiled. Who else could it be? Then she realized what the communication meant.
“It’s time. The guards will be at your door within minutes.”
“So soon?”
“Yes. A decision has been made.”
She gulped. “Am I allowed to know what it is?”
“No.”
And he wouldn’t go against the rules and tell her. She closed her eyes, praying for a triumphant resolution to this mess. 
Most people in her society were like Ector—greedy, grasping, a conquering people.
Those in her House had been the same—until her mother’s death. With no one at the helm, isolated from the others, they’d changed. Alone, Riana had been forced to find her own way—a way that felt right for her—and so had those following her. She’d learned to infuse prayers with love, deep emotional energy, and had watched her powers grow.
It had been a conscious choice to walk the path of a healer, not a warrior. As a negotiator, not a fighter. It didn’t mean she couldn’t or wouldn’t fight, because she could and indeed would. But she shouldn’t kill. Her healing abilities depended on her ability to stay in the light. Death walked in the darkness. To kill meant a part of her soul would always walk there too.
A knock sounded on her door.
It was time.



 
Chapter Three
Once back in the dark arena, Riana was escorted to the same large circle of light. She turned to face Bronan and the elders.
“Riana, Daughter of the House of Sarlagon, we have made a decision – however, it is dependent on the answers to several questions.”
Muscles tense, anticipation flowed through her veins, she inclined her head.
“You have accepted the challenge and requested a change of warrior – for what reason?”
Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I was checking the sincerity of Ector’s belief. Should he believe me to be his daughter then it only makes sense that I would fight one of my generation, and not my father. Ector has brought this challenge against me for felonious reasons just for a chance to take over my House. He has no basis for his lies.”
“According to him, he has.” The oldest of the three men standing in front of her spoke, his long white beard almost reaching the floor. 
“If he has, then anyone can create lies in order to take over a House. I could say that his father was a Fellman. That would mean he was a descendant, and therefore not allowed to rule his House as Fellmans can no longer hold power. Who could say otherwise but himself? As who can say otherwise of the charge he has leveled against me – but me?” She managed to keep her voice level, her logic easy to follow.
The murmur rose around her until it swelled to fill the space. She stayed focused on the elders standing in front of her.
“Can you prove your birthright?”
“In what way should I do this?” Tension coiled in her stomach. The timing was so close. She was almost there. Heat warmed the souls of her feet. “I have my mother’s journals. I gave you my birth papers.” She shrugged. “Of course, both could have been forged.”
Elders bent heads together, whispers gaining in volume as they consulted with Bronan. Finally, they turned to face her. One of the other elders spoke. “You can demonstrate your mother’s skills by answering Ector’s challenge.” 
“I have already accepted his challenge.” She faced the elders, her chin firm. “I am not afraid of Ector. After this night, there will be no naysayers. There will also no longer be Ector, Warrior and Head of Huron House.” 
Obviously, her request that Bronan take his father’s place wasn’t being allowed. So be it. She’d be happy to trounce his father publicly. She bowed to the elders and turned to drop her robes.
Silence. Then a long slow roar circled her as the audience caught a glimpse of her.
Dressed in glowing midnight blue from ankle to wrist in a form fitting jahla, her chabbad overshirt came to mid-thigh. She removed the overshirt, dropping it onto her robe. In her jahla and sandals, she turned to face her opponent unarmed. Her people weren’t well-known. Few knew what they could do. Another advantage.
Riana stepped forward. They had the circle of light in which to settle their dispute. She should probably kill him outright, except for her healing abilities … what then?
Ector rose to meet her.
She smiled and bowed slightly, keeping a wary eye on him. She raised one brow at the speed of his response. He was a warrior without honor and bore watching. “Do you Ector acknowledge my standing as the head of the House of Sarlagon?”
Ector straightened, a sword in his hand. Fire raced along the edge of the blade. “No.” He laughed.
She said nothing and waited. He lunged toward her, then danced back. Lunging and retreating, he danced around her in a wide circle. Flames sparked and danced around her. They never touched. “Come on, move.”
“Why?” she asked in a reasonable voice. 
“Fight!” He lunged and would have slid through her side, but she stepped casually out of the way. The flames came up against her and sizzled before dampening down.
“Stop it. Either fight or…”
“Or what?” she taunted. “Die?” She avoided another thrust. “Only one of us will die this night, and that will be you.”
He stopped and laughed so loud, she almost winced from the harshness of the sounds rolling from his throat. “How do you figure? I have the weapon. You stand in front of me defenseless.”
Now it was her turn to laugh. “Defenseless?”
The sword lunged and stabbed, she jumped clear, but he parried with quick slices that could have cut her in half had she been in the same place.
“Enough!” She called forth water, her energy source. Healing waters flowed from her fingers. She let them drip to her feet. Then as if to dry her hands, she flicked her fingers toward him, water droplets sprayed over him, dripping down his legs to his feet.
“That’s it? That’s all you can do?” He laughed, then jumped at her, determined to take her out. But every step he took, the water deepened, splashing over his feet.
She remained dry several feet away as water swirled around his ankles. He struggled forward. With each step, the water crept higher to his knees and then mid-thighs. He stopped and stared downward before assessing the puddle that stopped short at her feet. “This isn’t fighting. This is sorcery. Fight, damn you.”
She stared at him in astonishment. “You challenge me—a Priestess. It is you who have always doubted what was before your eyes. You who saw only the riches to be had…any way you could. Did you never once consider the power of the House of Sarlagon?”
“Of course I did. Why do you think I bedded her? The House was mine by right.”
“The House of Sarlagon is ruled by those of birth, by right of power. In my case, the power of water. You and your kind are rulers by right of might—only. The House would never accept you. As you found out eighteen years ago, did you not?”
“You are naught but a useless woman, like your mother before you. I’ll bring you to your knees.”
“A useless woman you abused and left for dead when you realized you couldn’t keep what you tried to steal. Her powers were stronger than yours. But it wasn’t her powers alone. Our House has power. Combined power of past rulers and those that have yet to come.”
“The whore lies!” he roared. Flames spouted from his shoulders and weapon. Fire balls blasted toward her only to fizzle and drop as soon as they came close to her.
“With that, you will die this night. For the abuse my mother suffered at your hands, for the abuse you heaped on your own son’s head, and for all those followers and slaves who had no recourse but to suffer at your hands.”
Again, murmurs rose in the stands at her accusations. Ector’s abuse was legendary. Bronan had shared little of the abuse he’d suffered. He had made it clear his choice to head into council was to get away from his own father. The House would never be big enough for the two of them.
“You know nothing.” He panted, slogging through the water. Sweat rolled off his face, but for all his effort, he never gained a step toward her. “You use trickery and wiles to get your way. Do you think I didn’t know about you and my son? Do you think I’d have let him have such a wealthy House for himself? No. That House is mine. You are mine. With you as my slave, the House will be mine. You will all know it by the end of this day.”
“Except my House is not a prize, my family is not a toy for you to abuse.” 
Something shifted inside her. A queasiness took over. Heat filled her toes. Her feet spluttered between heat of the Awakening and the water pooling at her feet as her powers failed. Panic took over. Her time had come. She’d be vulnerable to him. Dangerously so. Her sandal-encased feet glowed with internal blue fire from the change. Flames spit and hissed. Heat surged outward, glowing from her feet into her ankles, and up her calves.
“Bronan, help!”
Silence echoed in her mind. Bronan wasn’t listening. A horrible emptiness filled her mind. “Bronan,
where are you?”
No answer. Could he hear her?
She caught sight of his father’s face, twisted with anticipation – he knew. She couldn’t let him win. Quickly, she gathered the power in her fingers, only to have them spit and sizzle against the glowing heat rapidly overtaking her body.
Ector laughed, nasty mocking sounds that chilled her to the bone. “Do you think I’d let something so rich as tonight’s prize be left to chance? This is prime. You will be mine. I will have it all.”
“And Bronan, is he part of this too?” Her body twisted with heat as the change crept through her very skin. She hadn’t expected this. The pain, the fire, the weakness. There’d been no teachings available. Little information to learn from. 
But Ector had known. 
“Him? Not likely. He’s too weak for this work.”
Lightning shot through her, arching her back, exposing her chest and stomach to him.
He reached out with his sword and with a battle cry, he plunged the sword through her body.
She cried out as heat met ice, fire met water, and the agony of his sword thrust met the joy of her Awakening.
“Father. Stop. You can’t take advantage of her in this state. We, the council, won’t allow it.” Bronan faced his father.
“You already allowed it. She’s mine.” He cried out in triumph as he stabbed her again and again. 
Riana cried with each slice but with the chaos inside her body, her mind, she couldn’t tell what part of the agony was Ector’s doing and what was from the Awakening. Physical and spiritual warred for dominance. The steel entered but it was as if her body parted for it, then closed when it was withdrawn.
Dozens of elders surrounded them. None were big enough to stop the large warrior and his flame sword. “We have stopped the challenge,” one cried out in protest.
Ector ‘s maniacal laugh slashed through the air. “You may have, but I have not. You gave me the right. I will have this.”
“You did not speak the truth about the challenge. You used lies and treachery to bring this challenge about.”
“I used what I needed to use. I will win.” The sword entered her body once more. This time it sank just below her ribcage and surged upward. “Why has she not fallen?” Ector’s triumph twisted to frustrated fury. “Why has she not died?”
“She cannot. The Awakening is on her. She cannot respond in any way. But neither can your blade kill her this way.” Bronan’s voice was dim, but she heard him nonetheless. Through the chaos swirling through her body, she could almost hear Ector’s threat.
“Then I’ll chop off her head.” He raised his sword high above his head. “That will do it.”
“No!” Cries poured from the crowd.
Unable to control what went on around her or in her, Riana could only watch helplessly as Bronan tried to stop his father. She didn’t want to see what happened next, but the Gods weren’t so merciful. Instead, she saw Bronan lift his hand to stay his father’s hand. When he refused, lightning bolts shot from his palms, striking his father with enough force to send him stumbling back several steps.
“You dare turn on your sire?”
“I am one of the council. My role is to preserve the sanctity of the challenge.”
“She is your whore, is she? Well, I’ll teach you to interfere. Just try to take what’s mine.”
Riana shuddered. She needed to help Bronan. He couldn’t kill his sire. He’d be banned from council for such an act. The council was his life. 
“No, you are. My father cannot be allowed to hurt you. He’s already defied the sanctity of the council and must be punished.”
Not quite what she wanted to hear, but she understood the love and caring in his voice. Then her body righted itself. From a backward arch hanging helpless in the air, she straightened before being gently lowered to the ground.
“I’ll teach you to defy me.” Ector lifted his sword and, in his fury, plunged the blade into Bronan’s chest.
No!
Ector laughed. “Now I don’t have to worry about taking care of you later.” He faced Riana.
She focused on Bronan. “Bronan, listen to me. I can help you. Hang on. Link into my mind and stay there. Do you hear me?”
“I cannot. I am too weak.” His whisper slid out with the last of his energy.
“You can. Now.” She switched to mind-speaking even as the power of the Awakening calmed down inside of her. “Bronan, speak to me.”
“I’m here. Watch out for my father. He has even less honor than I’d suspected.” Bronan’s voice wove through her mind, hitching in pain, weakening toward the end.
“He has none. Never did.” She straightened, feeling power surge through her body. Instead of blood, a hurricane whistled through her veins, cleansing, powerful – freeing.
She turned to face Ector, waited until he look her in the eye, then she flicked water from her fingertips toward him again. Water slammed into his chest, picking him up off his feet and slamming him to the ground.
“Remember me, Ector. The woman you stabbed several times in an attempt to finish off your nasty deceitful scheme. I didn’t die. I won’t die by your hand. Not now and not ever. I am the Priestess of Sarlagon.” She opened her arms and shouted her identity to the council. “I have been cheated and lied to. The council has been lied to and deceived. Do I kill this traitor to our ways?” She flicked her fingers again; water slammed harder into Ector, wrapping around his chest. By raising her hand slowly upward, she lifted him off the ground to hang suspended, helpless in front of her. “Shall I spear him with his own sword? What do you wish me to do with him?”
Council guards came running. She watched them, her eyes glowing with icy heat. “I have no wish to kill. As a healer at my level, it is not right. I need to heal Bronan, but can’t trust this liar.”
The same elder that had spoken earlier stepped forward. “Mistress, he will be taken to the dungeons and locked there until the tide comes in. Should he survive the tide of this night, he will be left until the next and the next. In this way, the water will do the job for you.”
She glared with hard eyes at the man who tortured her family. Then she tossed him casually off to one side. “So be it.” Guards rushed to secure Ector.
 
*
 
Riana dropped to the ground at Bronan’s side. He lived. She could feel him inside her mind. Not strong enough to speak, but there, pulsing away strongly, letting her know he lived.
Placing her hand on his chest, she sighed gently, letting the mist from her lips bathe him with her energy, her warmth, her love. Her essence slipped down his throat to the damaged organs, filling him with the healing of her love. A powerful energy that cured everything it touched. Soothing warmth bathed him from the inside out. 
She knew with her new powers, she would reach across death’s door and drag him back to her. 
Using water to support him, she cradled his injured body in the healing waters of natural hot springs. Small waves churned beneath, around and over him, bathing and cleansing his wounds. As her energy surged through his body, slices slowly closed, stitching muscles to tendons, and tendons to bones. Color returned to his skin, his breathing easing as muscles loosened and strengthened.
“Bronan, you can’t hide inside forever.” She smiled, sensing him in there, enjoying the sensation of being surrounded in her love.
“Why not?” he whispered slowly, a smile curling the corner of his lips. “With you here, I don’t want to go anywhere else.”
She eased her hand across the sword wound, closing it, soothing the tender skin, strengthening the area. “You’ll be fine now. Let’s get you up so that you may address the council.” Using the waves that buoyed him off the hard ground, she lifted him, righted him onto his feet and left waves to support him while he steadied himself. 
Only then did she realize they were surrounded by the dozens of curious elders. All dressed in various shades of blues, they’d gathered around their injured colleague. 
The same spokesman as before stepped forward. “Mistress Riana, we are grateful for the life of Councilman Bronan.”
She bowed slightly. “As am I. I trust the challenge is no longer an issue?”
The elder nodded. “We no longer argue that point. You are the rightful Priestess of the House of Sarlagon. As the victor this day, the entire Huron House is now for you to rule or to dispose of as you see fit.”
She gave a start of surprise.
Didn’t see that one coming, did you?
“I hadn’t realized,” she admitted to the others.
“As Ector demanded the House of Sarlagon as his spoils of war, he automatically gives up Huron House as the loser.”
Not expecting a prize for defending her own honor and that of her House, she didn’t know what to say. She knew how bad Huron House had been, and she couldn’t allow that to continue. Suddenly she knew what to do. “I give Huron House, in completeness, to his son, Bronan of Huron House.”
At her announcement, the rumble throughout the arena rose and fell. “Are you sure, Mistress Riana? The Huron House is not without its own treasures.”
“I am sure.” She inclined her head, her tone of voice sharp. “Councilman Bronan’s home is not the spoils of war, the treasures of his family not mine to keep.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.” She smiled at the warmth in her mind.
“Then tell them. Or shall I?”
She stilled. And spoke to him directly. “If you are sure.”
He smiled. “Never more so.” He turned to face his peers. “Councilmen, Riana is my betrothed. Our Houses will be joined after the ceremony.
The elder spoke up, surprised respect in his voice. He raised an eyebrow. “Are you both certain?
Bronan spoke for them both. “It has always been thus. We are one. It was only my father’s machinations that drove us apart.”
“Mistress Riana?”
“It is so.”
“You wish to make this formal at this time?”
“It has always been formal to us. Making it formal in your eyes is the official seal on what we’ve always known—we were meant to be together. Our Houses meant to be one.”
“So be it.” Bronan’s smile tickled her insides, but the wave of loving energy filled her soul.
“Amen to that.” 
The End
 
 
About Dale Mayer
I’ve always been a fanatical reader, enjoying books across the genres and I’m delighted to have instilled the same joy of reading in all four of my own children.  It’s important to kids to read and to become hooked on reading. It’s even more important in today’s digital world where there is so much else to do instead of picking up a book. I’m delighted to contribute in this way!
Dale Mayer is a multipublished multi-genre author who writes nonfiction career and gardening books. However, fiction is her passion. Here, she writes taut psychological suspense with romance and paranormal elements. She has recently branched out into writing both mystery and urban fantasy books for young adult with the occasional vampire book thrown in just for fun.
To connect with Dale and find out more about her writing, visit her at www.dalemayer.com, find her on Facebook.com and follow her on Twitter and Google+

 

 



 
THE WITCH IS BACK
by
Rose Pressey
 
Magic was all around us. That’s what my Aunt Sabrina used to say. She was a self-proclaimed witch. I’d labeled her eccentric many years ago, but now I knew she had been telling the truth. “Don’t be afraid to use magic, Stormy Sanders,” she had said. She had liked to call me by my full name. Another eccentricity of hers. When she passed away, I was her sole heir.
I’d moved into Aunt Sabrina’s house a week ago. It was a white, two-story home that looked as if it should be in the middle of a farm instead of right in the center of town. Next door to the house was an antique shop. This had been my first opportunity to wander into the old shop since moving in.
I pulled my jacket up close to fight the chill and peered up at the overcast gray sky—perfect weather for Halloween. If only the rain would hold off until the kiddies could get their treats. The familiar musty smell of antiques hit me when I walked through the door. The bell jangled and a little old lady peered up from her desk at the back of the room.
“Welcome to Alana’s Antique Shop. I’m Alana. Have a look around and let me know if you need any assistance,” she said with a gravelly voice.
I nodded. “Thank you.”
I browsed through the aisles, but nothing really caught my eye. Just the usual dishes, paintings, and other gadgets that I had no idea what they’d been used for. When I reached a table at the back of the store, a little velvet pouch captured my attention. The color of the fabric was a beautiful deep purple. Inside was a heavy crystal about the size of a golf ball. I pulled it out and watched it sparkle and twinkle in the light like a huge diamond.
“How much for this?” I asked, holding it up.
“Oh…” She shuffled over, her deeply lined face breaking into a crooked smile. “Someone brought that in with those dishes.” She pointed, then pulled a piece of hard candy from her pocket, unwrapped it, and popped it into her mouth. “I think they found it in a trunk or something. I can’t recall. I wasn’t paying much attention.” She rolled the candy around in her mouth. “Anyway, I have no idea what it is … just something pretty to look at, I guess. I have noticed it always seems to glow at night. Very shiny. How about two dollars?”
“Sold,” I said, giving a smile. She had me at ‘shiny’. Put something sparkly in front of me, and I had to have it.
What I wanted with the thing, I had no idea. But I was strangely drawn to it. I’d place it on my desk so I could see it every day. Maybe it would make a good paperweight.
“I’m your new neighbor.” I gestured toward my house as I approached the counter.
“I recognized you, all right. You look like your aunt. Except for her hair was a prettier shade of blonde.”
Gee, thanks for noticing. This woman forgot to use her on and off switch for her mouth.
“Enjoy the crystal,” she said with a knowing smile.
After paying for my purchase, I headed back home, shuffling through the leaves scattered across the pathway. I’d decorated my front porch for Halloween the day I moved in. Fake spider webs, pumpkins atop bales of straw, and a spooky-looking scarecrow flanked the entrance.
The smell of fall hung in the air. After heading inside, I removed the crystal from its velvet pouch, then forgot about it until later that night. When I walked past my desk on my way to the kitchen, the crystal called out to me. That’s the only way to explain how I felt. As if an energy force pulled me to the sparkly gem. The next thing I knew, I held it in the palms of my hands. I’d never believed in magic before—maybe the power of positive thinking, but not magic. 
A white glow emanated from the gem, engulfing my hands in the light. It lit up the room.
“Do a simple spell to start with. Something small,” a female voice called from behind me. 
I whipped around, but no one was there. Was I dreaming? No, I was very much awake. Should I do what the voice asked of me? 
“Who are you?” I asked, looking around the room for the person behind the voice.
No answer. Silence hung in the air.
Okay, now I was hearing voices. Psychotic much? That’s what happened when you lived alone for too long.
“Wish for something and the magic will appear,” the voice called out again. 
Wish for something? Like what? Bigger boobs? I shook my head. No, the voice had said to wish for something small. A smaller waist? Hmm. No, that didn’t seem right, either. Maybe I should wish for something not superficial. 
“Are you there?” I called out to the great voice from beyond. It was as if I was talking to Oz. How bizarre was this, now I was talking back to the voice.
“Be careful what you wish for—it may come to you in ways you don’t realize. The power of magic is the power of the mind.”
None of this made sense, but I decided to do what the voice had told me. After all, Aunt Sabrina would have wanted me to. But what to wish for? A date with a gorgeous hunk of a man? No, definitely out of the question. I’d been meaning to get a cat. Perhaps I should wish for a pet. Yes, that would work.
As I held the crystal, I pictured the animal in my mind. I knew what to do next. How I knew, I wasn’t sure, but I knew. Words came from my lips as if someone else spoke them. A magic spell. I didn’t know magic … but I knew the words now.
“A wish for a companion … to make me smile all day … and curl up on my bed at night under the moonlight. So mote it be.” 
The light pulsed faster and faster until finally slowing, then back to the steady white glow again. The sensation of something brushing against my leg startled me. I looked down and green eyes peered up at me. Apparently, my wish had been fulfilled. The black cat looked at me and meowed. It wore a silver collar with a little pendant dangling from the front.
The doorbell rang. I jumped and almost dropped the crystal. The black cat weaved around my legs. The glowing light disappeared as mysteriously as it had appeared. I placed the gem back on my desk and hurried out of the room before the voice popped up again. 
A fall storm was moving in. Lightning flickered in the distance with an occasional rumble of thunder. A steady mist of rain fell. It would put a damper on the trick-or-treaters. Too bad, because I loved looking at all the little costumes. 
The doorbell rang again. 
“Hold on, I’m coming,” I called.
These were some seriously dedicated kids to be out in this weather. I grabbed the bowl full of chocolate candy and opened the door expecting to see a little ghost, witch, or maybe a bumblebee. Instead, a man stood in front of me. 
I guess he was good-looking if you liked tall, dark, and handsome with a body that would make women unable to form complete sentences in his presence. He wore dark pants and a dark jacket and held a case in one hand. A silver chain with a pendant dangled around his neck. It looked just like the one the cat wore. That was weird. He quirked a brow at the cackling witch decoration on my front door.
“If you’re here to sell something, I’m afraid I am broke. Sorry.”
Soundless lightning flickered in the sky to the west.
“My name is Gavin Wickcliff.” He stretched his hand out toward me. 
His hand was strong, smooth, and dare I say, sexy?
“Please excuse me for bothering you, but I, um…” He looked over his shoulder toward the antique shop. “I believe you have something that belongs to me.”
I raised my brow. “I don’t believe I do.” 
I should remember to see who was at the door before I opened it. Visions of the movie Halloween flooded my mind. 
“You bought something from the shop next door?” He gestured toward Alana’s Antique Shop.
“And what business is this of yours?” I crossed my arms in front of my chest.
He gave a lopsided grin. “Well, the item you purchased was mine. I tracked it to the shop next door, and I’d like to buy it back. The nice lady gave me your name and address.”
How sweet and thoughtful of her. I’d have to remind her I was a single female living alone. No need to send strange men to my door to murder me and stuff me in an oil drum.
“What was this item of yours? You haven’t even told me what it is you think I have.”
Somehow, I knew it had something to do with the crystal. Did he know what had happened? This was too strange.
“I’m the owner of the crystal. It was taken from me by mistake.”
“It’s just some old stone. Doesn’t look as if it’s worth much.” I looked down at my sneakers. I never had been a good liar. 
“So you do have my crystal.” He smirked.
I’d stuffed my foot in my mouth yet again. 
“I’m sorry about your luck. I paid two dollars for it, so it’s mine now.” I tried to make my voice sound cool and collected.
Where were the trick-or-treaters when I needed them?
“The more important question is … did anything strange happen with the crystal?”
I knew he could read my expression. My poker face was terrible.
He sighed. “I was afraid of that. I’d hoped to find it before anyone used it, but it’s too late. I’m too late.” He ran his hand through his thick, licorice-colored hair.
I didn’t like the sound of this.
“Okay, you’re scaring me now.” Should I slam the door in his face?
“Do you mind if I come in?” he asked, his green eyes holding on to mine.
Okay, he was gorgeous and all. Chiseled features and he smelled fantastic … like cinnamon—but serial killers could be gorgeous. No way could I let a stranger into my house.
“How about we just stay on the front porch?” I pointed over his shoulder.
He placed the case on the chair next to my front door, then popped the lid. I inched across the threshold far enough to see the contents. Inside, five other crystals just like my newly purchased one rested on velvet fabric—the same as the pouch my crystal had come in.
“You’re a witch now.” He gestured toward the case, then peered up at me.
“Hey, I’m not going to let you come in my house so you can call me names.” I scowled.
He chuckled. “Well, technically I’m not in your house. But I’m not calling you names, either. You’re a witch now, whether you like it or not.”
I would have said he was insane, but after what had happened when I held the crystal, I had to believe anything now.
“A witch? As in cackling, riding a broom, and owning a black cat?”
Speaking of black cats … where had that cat gone? Had it run out when I opened the door?
“Well, if you want to use every witch cliché known, sure … a witch.” His bright eyes gleamed with mirth.
I was glad he found all of this so amusing … not.
“I think you’re going to have to explain what you’re talking about,” I said. “And don’t try to be ‘mysterious’.” I used air quotes.
He shot me that lopsided smile again and I couldn’t help but chuckle. His smile was downright infectious. Darn him.
“Fine. I’ll just come out with it. I’m assuming that something happened when you held the crystal. You must have had some strong thoughts when you held it.”
“I think I must always have strong thoughts,” I said.
“Yes, I can see that.” He winked and I think my toes tingled. “Can you tell me exactly what happened?”
“Well, I kind of feel silly telling a complete stranger such a crazy story, but you are standing on my front porch wanting your magical crystal back, so…”
“I’m glad you’ve decided I’m not completely and utterly crazy. You have a fantastic smile, by the way.”
I tried not to smile, really I did, but my attempt was futile.
“Thank you,” I said softly. “Anyway, about what happened. I held the crystal in the palms of my hands and a voice told me what to do. Okay, this sounds even more ridiculous once I say it out loud.”
“Well, it’s not ridiculous, so please continue,” he said.
“She said … the voice was female….”
He nodded. “Yes, she’s Edna, the witch spirit that’s attached to the crystal.”
“Edna? Edna the witch? Of course. Should I be worried? This is nothing evil, is it?” I shivered not only from the cold air, but from his words, too.
“No, no, nothing like that. She’ll be like your guardian witch from now on.”
Great. What I always wanted—a witchy fairy godmother. 
“Anyway, she said to make a wish, to start with something small. So I wished for a cat. Which has now disappeared, by the way.” I glanced around, but still no sign of my new furry friend.
He winked. “I have a feeling the cat will reappear. When I started my search for the crystal I never imagined it would lead me to such a beautiful woman.”
His gaze held mine.
The moon peeked out from behind a thick cloud. The rain had stopped and a couple of kids marched up the porch steps for candy.
“Trick or treat,” they said in unison. 
“Aren’t y’all adorable?” I smiled.
When the little vampire and Dorothy from Wizard of Oz left, Gavin said, “Well, since it’s too late to get the crystal back, how about you go out on a date with me? We can discuss this whole witch thing over dinner?” 
That smile of his would be the end of me. I always had liked tall, dark, and handsome.
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Chapter One
“An alien?” Emma Lemarchal loaded her voice with sarcasm. She’d gotten the cool job of hunting aliens, and on her first day she was paired with a freak who said he was one of them. “If you’re from another planet, how is it you fit in on earth so well?”
In the driver’s seat, Sep gave Emma a grin that came straight out of a Regency romance. Not the hero, but the hero’s rakish best friend. 
He turned his attention back to the road, every block taking them further into a part of Madison, Wisconsin that she preferred to stay away from. Especially at night. Especially on All Hallows’ Eve. The witching night.
“Easy,” he said. “I have a rule.”
His grin widened, and she grimaced. She was immune to bad boys. Once stung, forever immune. Even she, with her … powers, couldn’t keep her former lover faithful. At the end, she didn’t care enough to try. She wasn’t like her mother and grand-mere, who enjoyed the occasional bad boy. 
Not that Sep was available. His model-gorgeous wife—undoubtedly too good for him—was already at their target site with Baron Rutledge, the head of the Foundation.
“Okay, what rule is that?” she asked, exaggerating her New Orleans’ drawl.
“My only rule. Don’t be a pren-head.”
“What’s a pren-head?”
He looked at her sideways. “You know.”
If it meant dickhead, she supposed she did know. And if he thought he wasn’t acting like one, he was delusional.
“Why would Rutledge hire an alien? Why aren’t you locked in one of the Foundation’s exam rooms?”
“I helped save his life.”
“Convenient.”
He nodded. “I got a woman. I got a job. I got a fun life. I’m the luckiest man in the whole Kergeron race.” 
She resisted rolling her eyes. She’d never heard of a planet called Kergeron. He was an alien like she was normal.
They reached a block with a strip mall, and it felt as if they entered another world. She sat forward as much as the seatbelt allowed, peering out the window. In the midst of increasingly sad blocks with barren industrial lots and buildings with boarded-up windows was this happy one. No, a hip one, with a line of club goers snaked around the front sidewalk. She spotted a half-dozen red jackets with the UW-Madison Badgers’ emblem. A few women wore scanty Halloween outfits, including a slutty witch, a slutty mermaid, and someone dressed like a WWII pin-up girl. Not yet acclimated to the Wisconsin cold, the sight of so much bare skin made Emma clench her teeth to keep them from chattering.
Sep parked in a No Parking Zone. When he turned, he didn’t have his smile for once, his expression hard. For an instant, he seemed to be the former warrior he claimed to have been was on his old planet. One who wouldn’t hesitate to use one of the five knives hidden beneath his clothes.
Shuddering, she was glad her skills didn’t involve weapons. People liked her. Mostly men, but women, too. The reason Rutledge had hired her, saying they could use someone who people confided in.
She followed Sep to the club. Her black, mid-thigh length jacket fit loosely, but she still got glances from the men she passed. Not that she was anywhere near Mrs. Pren-Head’s level. She didn’t fool herself that she was anything above medium: medium height, medium weight, medium build, medium brown hair and medium brown eyes. Even the length of her hair was medium.
But she had the magical ingredient.
Though ‘magical’ wasn’t the word they’d used for her Salem ancestor in 1692.
They reached the muscle-bound bouncer, his leather jacket hugging his biceps and a snake tattoo on his neck. His eyes narrowed at Sep and widened at Emma. But she didn’t turn up the heat. He wasn’t her target. Instead she let Sep take care of it with a handshake that ended with the bouncer slipping bills into his pocket before ushering them inside, ignoring grumbles from the people waiting in line.
Just before she stepped inside, she noticed the neon red and dark blue name above her. 
The Warlocks’ Club.
The next instant, something touched the side of her neck. She tried to flick it off, but it wasn’t anything she could touch. It was an energy reaching for her, probing her, turning into a ripple of exultation. It’s you, a voice said. I found you.
She stumbled, grabbing the door jamb to catch her balance, then hurried after Sep. Any inclination to laugh at her overactive imagination was sucked away by a wave of power settling over her. So real and so tangible it brushed her skin and touched her hair. Like a net trap over a rabbit in the forest.
Sep turned, a frown that appeared odd on his normally smiling face. Even he wasn’t oblivious to … whatever it was.
“You okay?” He raised his voice to be heard over the music blaring from the DJ’s speakers, a man repeating over and over again, “I want it, I want it.”
What she wanted was for the singer to shut the hell up.
“Do you feel it?” she asked.
“Feel what?” His frown deepened. 
Seeing only puzzlement in his face, she shook her head and surged ahead of him, squeezing between two groups in the aisle. She reached the end of the bar before she spotted Mrs. Pren-Head and Baron Rutledge, the CEO and President of the dual-service Foundation. The public side saved mistreated and maimed dogs. The private, top-secret side sought evidence of extraterrestrial life on earth. So secret the government didn’t have a clue.
She liked the idea. Liked it a lot.
But … she wasn’t liking this. The pull drew her toward their co-conspirators. Standing in front of a corner door guarded by another beefy bouncer, Sep’s wife and Rutledge stood out. In her clinging, long-sleeved top and pants, Nina looked as if she could have been on a reality show for the rich, famous and bored. Rutledge was two or three decades older than the mostly college-age crowd that made Emma feel old at twenty-seven. But it wasn’t his age that made him remarkable. It was his unfortunate skin condition, as if his mother had mated with a lizard.
His eyes met her, and she wiped the thought from her mind. Rutledge couldn’t help his looks, and she normally saved her sarcasm for people who deserved it. After all, she was far from perfect.
But tonight it was hard to control her thoughts. Something to do with the club and the force tugging at her. Someone calling her, a thick whisper in her mind saying, Come to me. Come quickly. I need you.
She shivered as they stopped in front of the mismatched pair. Like Beauty and the Beast.
“How’d it go?” Sep asked, a trace of anxiety in his normally happy-go-lucky voice.
Nina’s mouth curved with tenderness, even as she shook her head. “We came. We met. We parted.” She shrugged. “Not one ounce of attraction.”
“Is he blind?” Sep asked.
Nina laughed, the warmth in her eyes as she gazed at Sep unmistakable. Especially to someone like Emma, who’d learned the signs as a toddler, watching her mother work her women’s magic.
Witch magic, her mother called it.
Goddess magic, according to Grand-mere.
Sep stepped to Nina’s side, sliding his arm around her back. One side of his mouth curled in sardonic humor, Rutledge shifted his gaze to Emma.
“Your turn.” He gestured at the door behind him. “Your target is through there.”
She looked at it, past the bouncer, to the unobtrusive back corner door. The force wrapped around her, growing stronger. Compelling her to enter. 
Come, come, the voice said. I need you.
Her mouth turned dry. 
Come, it whispered. Come to me.
Swallowing, she stepped forward.
Sep grabbed her arm. She fought an impulse to dig her fingernails into his hand and stomp on his instep. Anything to make him release her so she could open the door and see the man calling her with so much urgency.
“Leave the jacket,” Sep said. “Your figure’s not bad. Show it off and he’s more likely to want your company.”
“It’s a courtyard,” Nina said. “I was freezing.” She turned to Emma. “Leave it on. No woman looks alluring with her teeth clattering.”
I’m coming, she said silently, irritated that they were keeping her from him. I’m coming.
Even with her mind yearning to go, her body shuddered. 
Coming to what? 



 
Chapter Two
Money was a wonderful thing. Rutledge passed another bill to the bouncer, who stepped away from the door before Emma maimed him—or just walked through him. The way she felt right now, she could mow him down. Grand-mere said the women in their family were like bees. They could make the best honey around, but if necessary, they used their stingers.
The door clanged shut behind Emma as she hurried into a small courtyard, empty except for the man sitting on an iron chair that didn’t look like lawn furniture. It looked like a throne.
She stopped four feet from him, fighting the tug that swept out from him. Hell, not a tug. It was as if a thick rope was tied around her waist and twelve strong men were dragging her to him.
Come to me. Come.
She planted her feet on the terracotta tiled surface that covered three-fourths of the enclosed area behind the bar. A line of thin evergreen-type trees made it into a private terrace. Lights by the back door dimly reached this far, but the full moon spotlighted his face, giving it a silvery glow of a statue.
The most wonderful statue she’d seen.
She put a hand over her mouth to keep from crying out at the beauty. His features were chiseled, his lips full and soft. His dark eyes an impossible shade of obsidian. Black with purple highlights.
In them, she saw need. A need that only she could meet. 
And she saw something else.
Suffering. 
Sickness.
She didn’t know if he was an alien, but she knew he wasn’t normal. 
“Who are you?” she whispered.
He grabbed the throw covering his legs and tossed it to the tiles. Intent on his face, it was the first she’d noticed the throw. He stood slowly, the strain tightening the muscles in his face, his jaw visibly clamped. When he got to his feet, he swayed and then, as if by willpower, stood still and tall.
“Cazidor Diaz,” he said, and the Spanish-accented words curled around her in seduction.
She braced her legs but felt herself leaning toward him. Sucking in her breath, she straightened. “Emma Lemarchal. From New Orleans.” She raised her eyebrows. “Mexico?”
“Spain.” 
“Single?” The question came out of her mouth before she could bite it back. Though she’d been sent here to flirt. The master plan to get close to him.
He took a step toward her, and his obsidian eyes blazed. “For now.”
She gasped and held out her hands to stop him. He was moving much faster than the plan. As if he had his own plan, bright and shining in his mind. There before he’d seen her. Sending out his mating call. Come to me. Come.
He took another step toward her. What this man wanted, he went after. And he wanted her. More than any man had wanted her. She felt his desire in every place between her head and her toes, every inch of her skin. And beneath her skin, she burned higher and hotter. Melting from the inside out.
“I know you,” he said with that seductive voice and the accent that made her want to curl up at his feet and whimper. “I know you.”
She stepped closer to him, unable to stop her feet, her breath sucking in, her eyes on his, her mind blank. Under his power.
No! A protest wormed out of her mind. He was yanking her strings, but she was no man’s damn puppet. No, no, no.
Her breath shuddered out. Clenching her jaws, she fought his hold. She couldn’t back up, but she could do the one thing that always empowered her.
He smiled, and the pull intensified. In tiny, jerky increments, she lifted her chin. With every small jerk, the moon shone on her face a bit more, though her gaze never left his. When she felt the glow full on her face, she finally lifted her eyes. 
Ahhhhhhh. The moon’s rays slid through the pores of her skin. Pouring into her. Empowering her. Freeing her. He might be an alien or a warlock or just a man with a super high testosterone level, but she had her own defenses. Grand-mere called it woman magic.
The moon filled her, returning her power. She still felt the link between them, but it was tiny, no longer overwhelming her or controlling her movements. Lowering her gaze, she put her hands on her hips. “What the hell did you do to me?”
Before he could answer, the door slammed open behind her. A woman’s voice snapped, “I’m going to see Caz. Touch me and I’ll sue you.”
Caz didn’t take his gaze from Emma’s, but his jaw tightened. The interruption should’ve relieved Emma, but instead a cry rose up in her, as if someone had ripped the connection between them and her heart was bleeding on the terrazzo tiles.



 
Chapter Three
Caz stiffened. The power he’d used to draw the woman to him had weakened him. He’d felt her in the bar. Felt her out on the sidewalk. Felt her energy, her essence. So similar to Julene’s, yet so different. Like an angel was different from the devil. 
He had no reserves of strength left to handle Julene. The woman he’d once hoped would be his salvation who’d turned out to be his hell.
In the moonlight, Julene’s eyes looked red. Burning with rage. Eerily beautiful. Eerily insane.
“Caz!” Her knife-edged voice was a warning. She stormed toward him, lightning in her blue eyes.
He lifted a hand to his brow. Though the cold night air chilled him, his brow was damp. 
“What a charming entrance.” He made himself smile. “Please, no need to wait for an invitation.”
Julene Dalbret stopped in front of him, so close he could see the dark blue rimming the icy blue irises. With the stripper heels she liked to wear, she stood a couple inches taller than his six one. Slightly behind her, Emma looked dwarfed, though she was an average height.
“Fuck you,” Julene said. She glanced over her shoulder at Emma. “You can go. Caz and I have personal business to discuss.”
“Our business is over.” He stepped past her to Emma’s side. A woman he’d met moments ago versus the woman he’d sought out nearly a year ago, when he’d realized there was a power in Madison. Not as strong as his but almost strong enough to match it.
One that he hoped might save him from the family curse.
Instead he was worse than ever. Some mornings it took an effort to get out of bed. Yet three doctors hadn’t found anything wrong.
“My dear.” As if he hadn’t spoken, Julene focused her intense gaze on Emma. “You aren’t needed here. Why don’t you run along?”
Anger made him shake but he held back his temper, afraid of what would happen if he released it. His nerves along with every muscle in his body were screwed tightly, ready to break. 
Five days ago, he’d sensed Emma nearby. Somewhere in the city. Somewhere close. He didn’t know where. He was too sick to chase around and find her. But if he could bring her to him…
Five days of sending his Come-to-me signal had depleted his reserves and his health. Standing was an effort. 
But he couldn’t let Julene scare Emma away. He had to—
“No,” Emma said.
“What did you say?” Julene bit the words out, and a muscle in her cheek twitched.
He switched his gaze to Emma. It was like balm over a cut. She stood casually, an amused smile curving lips that weren’t too full or too thin but just right.
Everything was just right for him. And he’d only met her minutes ago.
He’d never thought that about Julene, though he’d been healthy when they first met, his decline not yet started.
Eleven months ago. Eleven months that started out with hope and ended in hopelessness.
Only in the last five days had he felt hope again.
Emma looked up at him with her brown eyes that were the most beautiful he’d seen. “Do you want me to leave?” she asked.
He wavered, worried that Julene might harm her.
Julene snickered, the laugh she used for people she thought beneath her. He and Emma remained gazing at each other. The amused smile never left Emma’s face, but her eyes darkened with disappointment.
He turned to Julene. “I want you to leave. We have nothing more to say.”
“You love me.” Fury burned icily in her eyes. “You need me. Stay with me and I’ll make you well.” She twisted to glare at Emma. “I’m going to cure him. Go away. Leave him alone. Can’t you see he’s sick? Can’t you see he’s dying?”
A howl roared up inside him. He shifted his gaze to Emma and saw the smile falling off her face, the tips of her eyebrows rising in distress. He wanted to tell her that Julene was wrong. Wanted to say he was as healthy as a bull in its prime. But the tremors started, and Emma slid her arm around his waist, holding him up.
Already, she knew he was a wreck, though the disease wasn’t showing on the outside yet. He’d seen it happen to his father, and his grandfather before that. 
Now it was his turn. Happening too young and too fast.
Soon he would be dead.
Emma shifted her gaze back to him. Lifting her arm from his back, she curved the palm of her hand against his jaw, her fingers soft on the side of his cheek. “I know he’s alive now,” she said.
A hiss came from Julene. He stiffened, the urge to protect Emma paramount. He wouldn’t put anything past Julene in her arrogance and disregard for other humans. The research realm of the medical profession was a good choice for her. With all her brilliance, to be a doctor, to work with people as a healer required one thing she didn’t have.
A heart.
Emma gave Jolene a slight smile. “I can see that you want him to be sick,” she said, her voice quiet but strong. “You want him to depend on you.”
Julene’s nostrils flared and the cords in her neck stood out. The tension in the courtyard spiraled. Caz breathed shallowly. Inside his chest, his heart thudded like a bass drum.
Bending her head, Julene stared at Emma, as if memorizing every curve of her face, the length of her nose, the width of her eyes, the exact shade of her complexion. 
He drew in his strength, readying himself to step between them. 
“You don’t know who you’re talking to.” Jolene’s eyes seemed to bore into Emma’s.
“I know you.” Emma’s voice was low and sure. “And I know one more thing. I know you poisoned Caz.”



 
Chapter Four
Hatred flared in Julene’s imperious face. Emma slid her hand into her jacket pocket, ready to whip her cell phone out and speed dial Sep. Next to her, she felt Caz stiffen, and knew he was ready to step in front of her, though he could barely stand.
Then Julene’s lips pulled back in a snarl, like a wild animal’s. Without a word, she twirled and stormed back into the club, where she would doubtless kick aside any club goer who had the bad luck to be in her path.
When the door slammed behind Julene, Emma brought her hand out of her jacket pocket and turned to Caz. 
“How did you know?” he asked, and his low voice resonated through her.
“She reminded me of a woman in a fairy tale.”
He frowned. “Julene is no Cinderella.”
“What about the evil queen in Snow White?”
“Ah.” His smile deepened, though in his eyes a vast sadness pooled. “Did you know her?”
“The evil queen?”
A husky laugh came out of his mouth, but his sad eyes still didn’t light up.
She shook her head. “I did PR for the city of New Orleans for the last four years. I’ve met people like Julene. There’s something wrong with her.”
“When she wants to be charming, no one can resist her.”
“You couldn’t?”
He hunched his shoulders. “I knew what she was from the beginning.” He put his hand on her shoulder, and though she wore her jacket and beneath that a silk-knit top, a zing did a slow sizzle through her. 
“Because you’re like her.” Her voice came out in a whisper. She’d suspected before. Now she knew.
His other hand came up to grip her other shoulder, and she stared into his strange obsidian eyes, the sadness not there anymore, only hard stone.
“And you…” He stared intently, as if searching for a glimpse into her soul. “You’re like her, too.”
She felt a tremor in his hands. She told herself she could draw away. Let him stumble after her. Try to grab her. Never catch her.
Instead she reached up and covered the hand on her left shoulder with hers. She didn’t say a word. Just stared into his eyes.
Something was happening to her and him with the moon shining down on them, spotlighting them. Making her feel, think and act strangely. A silent cry started in her mind, and she didn’t know who it came from, him or her.
Never leave me again. Never, never, never.
This was insanity. Leaving is what her family did.
Usually richer than when they’d arrived.
He closed his eyes, a sigh coming out of his mouth, and leaned his forehead against hers. “I’m so tired.”
She slid her hands behind his back. “I know.” Something odd was happening to her. She felt his sorrow, his pain, his need. 
“Save me,” he said.
She closed her eyes and didn’t answer. Just held him. This was supposed to an assignment. Rutledge had sent her here to find out if there was anything non-human inside him.
But if she told Rutledge and the others about him, she would have to tell the truth about herself.
That she didn’t know what she was.
A witch. A goddess. A devil.
Perhaps an alien after all. 
She lifted her head, not laughing, not smiling.
“I’ll try.” It was a promise.
Then his mouth came down. Not swooping, but a leisurely descent. Giving her plenty of time to avoid his lips if that was what she wanted.
But what she wanted was … him.
Angling her face, she lowered her eyelids. Their mouths met slowly, softly, resting upon each other. Breathing each other’s breath. Not like any kiss she’d experienced before. Of course, she’d never kissed a dying man before.
Odd how her body flamed.
Odd how she wanted to drag him down to the hard tiles.
Odd how she thought that she could have his baby. Another Lemarchal girl who would grow up to be like the other women in their family.
Then the cool moonlight shone directly down on her, gleaming through her thin eyelids. He moved his lips down her jaw, to her neck. Warm, melting kisses. She opened her eyes and took in the brilliance and beauty of the round orb. The light chilled her, and at the same time it strengthened her. Touching the magic inside her.
As she stared at the moon, a figure appeared on its surface. A woman, tall and slender, with a bow and arrow. Diana, the goddess. Diana, the huntress. Diana, who her grand-mere said bore the first of their line, leaving the half-human girl baby with her Roman lover.
Emma shivered and drew back from Caz.
“I’ll heal you,” she said. “I promise.”
But not alone. She needed help. Because the man she was kissing wasn’t far from death, and none of her talents included bringing back the dead to life.
The thought was still in her mind when Caz slid to the tiles and his body started to twitch.



 
Chapter Five
“You’re violating rule number one,” Sep said.
Realizing she was biting her knuckles like a dog in a trap, Emma whipped her hand behind her back and glanced at the waiting room doors, as if she could see through the oblong windows and down the corridor where the best doctors in the Midwest—according to Rutledge—were fighting to save Cazidor Diaz’s life.
Though she willed the doors to open and a doctor in a white coat with a stethoscope hanging around his neck to stride in and tell her that Caz was in recovery, that didn’t happen. Nothing happened. No doors opened. No doctor came in looking strong and compassionate and relieved.
They’d been in the waiting room of the private clinic for more than four hours. The restrained grays and burgundy of the room made it look more like a waiting room of a top law firm. A firm only the very stinking rich could afford. 
Lucky for Caz, Emma thought, that Baron Rutledge was so rich that skunks stayed far away, hoping he wouldn’t spray them. Lucky for Caz, Rutledge could pay enough money to jerk the best doctors in the Midwest out of their beauty sleep then rush over to find out what was killing him.
She turned her attention to Sep. Talking beat worrying. “The pren-head rule?”
“That’s my number one rule. Rutledge has his own. Don’t fraternize with aliens.”
“We don’t know if he’s an alien. He looks human. He smells human.” She clamped her mouth shut to keep from saying, He kisses human.
“Something’s wrong with his blood. The doctors found anomalies.” He pronounced the last word carefully, as if he’d just learned it.
“Poison,” she said.
“No poison that they know.”
“You said you’re an alien.” She thrust her chin up. “What does your blood look like?”
“It’s got extra testosterone.”
Two words separated by a hyphen popped into Emma’s mind. Pren-head.
The door swung open. She jumped to her feet, only to see Nina striding toward them like a racehorse, not looking back because she knew she was ahead of the pack.
“How is he?”
“I don’t know.” Nina’s expression was blank. Except for Sep, everyone’s expression had been blank since they’d burst into the clinic and three men and four women wearing blue scrubs had whisked Caz away on a gurney, taking him into the bowels of the white brick building. “Are you okay?”
“I’m keeping her entertained,” Sep said.
“Telling me the Foundation rules.” Emma smiled but her lips quivered, and she sucked them in.
“Rule number one,” Sep said. “But don’t worry, my sweet Snickers bar. If you sprout tentacles, that won’t keep me from our marriage bed.”
Her eyebrows arched. “Keep it up, and your bed will be the floor.”
“True love in action,” Emma said.
Sep’s grin softened. His whole face softened. “It’s gratitude. She saved my life.”
“And now he’s my slave.”
“True.” Sep’s grin widened to a proud beam. “You should see what she makes me do when we’re alone at night.”
“Quiet, slave.” Nina reached out and brushed her hand over his shoulder. He lifted his hand and placed it over hers. The intimate look they shared made Emma turn her head.
She closed her eyes, picturing Caz falling, his body seizing, twitching, eyes rolling back. And what had she done? The coolheaded witch and possible descendant of a goddess? 
With a cry, she’d fallen to her knees by his side and yelled, “Call an ambulance. Save him!”
Just seconds after she’d promised to save him.
Her heart felt heavy, as if an evil queen had turned the fist-sized muscle into lead.
After the first hour at the clinic, she’d gone into the ladies’ room and chanted every healing spell she’d learned, over and over, until her voice cracked.
An hour after that, she made her way into the parking lot, empty except for ten cars—all there because of Caz. Glancing at the round moon above her, she begged Diana to help.
Nothing happened. No silhouettes appeared. Instead it turned whiter by the minute, as if Diana was sending her a Gone Hunting message.
She opened her eyes. Regrets wouldn’t heal Caz. Nothing she’d done had healed him. “Did you hear anything from the doctors?”
 Nina shook her head, her hand sliding slowly away from Sep. “Just the blood abnormalities.”
 “I told her,” Sep said. “Alien.”
“Poison,” Emma said.
“Could be either.” Nina took the seat across from Emma, sitting on the edge of the cushion and leaning toward her. “One of the bartenders told me the bitch’s full name.” She spoke conversationally, as if ‘bitch’ was a word she used often, though she looked like someone who, if the queen of England stopped by, would be invited to tea. “I Googled and found out she’s an intern at the Medical College, going for her PhD in research. Guess what she’s working on?”
Emma’s skin grew cold. “Blood,” she whispered.
“A study on blood cells.” Nina frowned. “Not healthy ones. Sick ones.”
“Somehow she put the sick ones in his blood.” Emma shivered, the jagged puzzle pieces fitting together. 
Nina shrugged. “That would be hard to prove.”
“Did you see her?” Sep gestured, his eyes bright. “A woman like that would do anything.” 
“Are you admiring her?” The look Nina gave him promised retribution.
“You know I never look at any woman but you.”
“You’re such a liar.”
He grinned at her, and Emma stood. Their obvious love for each other made her think of Caz. A man that maybe she could love.
If he weren’t an alien.
If he lived.
If he didn’t turn out to be a pren-head.
If, if, if… She wanted to scream at all the ifs in her mind.
“I want to see him. To talk to the doctors.”
Nina’s mouth twisted into an apology and she shook her head slowly. “The last time you spoke to them, you were a bit too emotional.”
“One of them said, ‘Keep that emo bitch away from me.’” Sep’s eyes glinted. “I can make him listen to you.”
“Sep.” Nina looked at him reproachfully. “You know you can’t do that.”
“I have a better idea.” Emma’s stomach fluttered. Hope, she thought. Butterfly wings of hope. “I’ll give him my blood. That will save him.”
“The doctors gave him a transfusion.” Nina sent her a look that quietly screamed, Aw, honey, you may as well give up, nothing’s going to work.
The butterfly wings fluttered faster. “They didn’t give him my blood.” The certainty that her blood would be compatible, that it would heal him, was so vivid and so real, she could see him standing strong and tall and full of energy.
Nina shook her head. “You don’t know if your blood will be compatible.”
“I know here.” Emma thumped her chest over her heart. She’d met him a little less than five hours ago, yet it felt as if she’d known him forever. 
“Why would your blood make a difference?”
“Because…” She stopped. Swallowed. Whispered. “Because Caz and I… We’re alike.”
Nina frowned. “Emma, you—” 
Sep surged to his feet, his face serious for once. “I’ll tell Rutledge.”
Relief made Emma weak, and she sagged back onto the sofa. Rutledge would fix it. Rutledge would fix everything.
 
*
 
Nina stood when Rutledge entered the clinic exam room where Emma was waiting for the doctor’s okay. The expression on Rutledge’s face was impossible to read, but Emma wasn’t getting a warm and fuzzy feeling in her churning gut.
“The doctors can’t do it,” he said.
“They can.” She kept her gaze on him, and she turned on her charm, pulsing it out of her, as easy as turning on a switch. The same Lemarchal charm that made Grand-mere the toast of the retirement community and kept her mother in dancing shoes, as well as her jewel-like home in the French Quarter. “You can make them do it.”
He shook his head, unfazed, her charm bouncing right off his thick skin. But his eyes sent sympathy. No, not sympathy. Worse than that. Pity.
“A good agent can’t get involved with the subjects she’s investigating. I don’t think you’ll make a very good agent.”
“You’re firing me.” She didn’t care. The new job that had mattered so much this morning was nothing. The thought of getting fired was nothing.
Saving Caz… That was everything.
“I’m not sure. But that’s nothing to do with Mr. Diaz. The reason the doctors can’t give him your blood is that you have different blood types.”



 
Chapter Six
Still shaken by denial and shock, Emma dredged up a smile for the nurse who let her into Caz’s room. Aware of his still figure hooked up to tubes like a character in a soap opera, she couldn’t look at him fully. She’d always been the steady one in her family. But now … now she could see why the doctors distrusted her. Right now she didn’t trust herself.
Something was happening to her. She’d started out yesterday full of hope and energy, determined to do a good job. To be nothing like the rest of her family. Parasites who lived off their witch/goddess/voodoo who-do charm. Who drew men into their web-like spell as easily as spiders captured flies. 
Today she proved she was nothing like the other Lemarchal women. None of them had ever cared about the men they left strewn behind them. But with this man… 
She cared so much it was a pulsing ache in her heart.
“Can I sit with him for a while?” she asked.
The nurse hesitated. She was in her thirties and looked tired. Dark rings under her eyes, too much tension in her shoulders and her face, as if she worried about money, about her family. She wore a ring with a tiny diamond, and she looked like a mom. Overworked, underpaid, never enough time, never enough sleep.
Emma’s compassion rayed out from her to the nurse. She gave it a push, amplifying it.
The nurse visibly melted, her spine and shoulders relaxing, the muscles in her face softening. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt anything. I’ll leave the door open.”
“Thank you.” Emma watched her leave, listened to her rubber-soled footsteps. Watched her close the door but not all the way, giving Emma a semblance of privacy, though Emma knew she was still near. Knew she and the other nurses were keeping track of the machines hooked up to Caz.
Emma hurried to his side. He looked … dead. His face pale and beautiful, as if Michelangelo had carved it out of marble. Her heart constricted, and she clenched her teeth so hard her jaw hurt.
The doctors were right. Falling apart wouldn’t help Caz. Maybe nothing she did would help him.
She put her hand on his arm, and his skin was cool. She bit back a cry, pushing down the stupid, useless emotion. This was about Caz, not about her.
If Julene was the evil queen, he was the sleeping beauty in this real-life story.
And she was the prince.
The nurses and doctors were the Seven Dwarves.
She bent down, the ache still pulsing strongly. If he were Sleeping Beauty and she were the prince…
Closing her eyes, she pressed her lips on his. 
It was like kissing lukewarm marble. 
And then … she felt a twitch.
Her lids popped open and she jerked her head back. He still lay with his eyes closed. 
But was there more color in his face? 
Did his lips curve up a tiny bit? 
As if he were sleeping naturally, having a good dream.
Or was she seeing what she wanted so badly to see?
The butterfly wings fluttered again as hope bloomed inside her, another kind of ache. A good ache. 
She slipped off her shoes, and carefully, oh so carefully, making sure she didn’t yank any needles out, she crawled into bed with him. On her side, she put her arm over his shoulders and kissed his cheek. Drawing her head back a fraction of an inch, she whispered, “Heal, Caz. I beg you to heal.”
Then she laid her head down on the pillow. A wave of tiredness swamped her, tugging her under. She fought it, but it was like fighting an undertow in the Pacific Ocean. She yawned and closed her eyes. 
What would it hurt if she rested? Just for a moment.



 
Chapter Seven
Lips brushed Emma’s forehead and she made a moaning sound. So tired. Sleep was so sweet.
“Wake up, darling.” Caz’s low voice reverberated through her, and she made a satisfied mewling sound, her nerve ends unfurling, saying more, more, more. 
So much more.
She opened her eyelids and smiled into his face, an inch from hers. “You’re alive,” she said, and heard the dreaminess in her voice.
He laughed and she felt his rumbles, too. It was good. Better than good. It was marvelous.
Other laughter sounded, masculine mixed with feminine. She snapped her head up and saw Sep and Nina standing at the end of the bed, so close their shoulders touched, grinning as if she and Caz were their entertainment. A foot apart from them, Rutledge crossed his arms, a small smile cracking his face that she was beginning to find handsome.
Next to him was the frowning doctor who’d ordered her out of the room last night.
“I’m afraid you need to get up from the bed,” a woman’s voice said, sympathetic.
She pushed up on her elbows and looked at the nurse at her side of the bed. The one who’d left her alone with Caz. She was smiling softly, her eyes misty and her smile goofy, as if she were looking at cute kittens.
At least the nurse wasn’t in trouble, Emma thought, and turned back to Caz. “You’re better.”
“You healed me.”
“The transfusions healed you,” the doctor said. “It just took longer than we had hoped.”
Caz smiled at her. “You told me to heal. I heard you and I obeyed you. Simple as that.”
She laughed.
“Right,” the doctor snapped. “You healed because she ordered you.”
“Not just that.” Caz kept his gaze on Emma’s, and she couldn’t look away. He’d almost died last night, this beautiful, sexy man. “She kissed me, too.”
“That must’ve been one hell of a kiss,” the doctor said, but his voice wasn’t admiring. 
“Earth women are good kissers,” Sep said.
Nina laughed and so did the nurse. Even Rutledge chuckled. Caz just beamed at Emma, and she beamed right back at him. 
She was a daughter of the moon, but right now she felt like her heart was a sun inside her, shining so brightly she must be incandescent.
“Do you mind getting out of bed,” the doctor said, “so I can check my patient?”
She thought of kissing Caz first. The way he grinned at her, she suspected he thought the same thing. Instead she twisted and got out of bed.
Later. They’d have time for kissing later.
They’d have time for everything. 
 
*
 
In the waiting room after a quick pit stop, the atmosphere was different. Rutledge wasn’t there, just Nina and Sep, discussing a Snickers bar cake he planned to make. Emma was content to sit quietly, the sun shining through the windows on them. And she was shining right back at the sun. Shining at the world.
She couldn’t remember ever being this happy. Over a man, too. Her mother and grand-mere would think something was wrong with her. They’d never felt like this over a man.
But then, they’d never met a man like Caz.
A man she suspected was more than a man.
A man with his own secrets.
A man whose blood anomalies weren’t just because of a poison.
A thought wormed into her mind, and she stood. The sunshine didn’t darken, but inside her it did, a heated anger simmering. “Julene. She did this to him. We need to stop her before she tries to kill him again.” 
“No need to worry about her,” Nina said.
“It’s taken care of.” Sep grinned again. He was the king of grinning. An obviously happy man who reveled in his life, his wife and his job.
“When? What happened?”
“While you were sleeping, Rutledge and I decided to visit the lady.” Sep gestured toward a window.
“They made me stay in case the doc kicked you out of the room.” Nina’s mouth twisted into a dislike for the doctor that Emma shared.
“Rutledge suspected the blond wasn’t what she seems,” Sep said.
Emma’s stomach lurched. Her legs felt weak and she plopped down onto the sofa, her hands clasped on her lap. “He thinks she’s … an alien?”
“She’s something. She has a house on the other side of Lake Mendota from the Foundation. While we talked to her, she made it storm above us. Nowhere else. Freaky.”
“I wish I’d been there.” Nina’s voice held a wistful note. “If Sep says something is freaky, it’s super freaky.”
“She said she’s descended from the goddess Aphrodite.” He gestured toward Emma. “She said you’re descended from a different goddess. And Caz was descended from the god Jupiter.”
“Me? A goddess?” Emma’s laugh sounded tinny to her ears, and she cut it off. “Never heard of anything so crazy. Except…” She looked at Nina and raised her eyebrows. “Aren’t all women goddesses?”
Sep snorted, and Nina gave him a look that made him quickly say, “Not all women. Just Nina.”
“That was a hail Mary pass,” she said.
“Hail Mary? Is she another goddess?”
Nina jabbed her elbow into his ribs. “It’s a football thing. A long pass made in desperation, hoping whoever catches it will make a touchdown.”
Emma watched them and smiled, even as a wave of sadness swamped her. She’d have to quit her job soon. It was too bad. She’d only had it for one day, but she liked the job. She liked the people. Even Sep.
But she’d seen the way Rutledge had looked at her moments ago. His eyes sharp and probing even as a smile had cracked his leathery face.
Her blood … she wondered if it showed abnormalities.
She didn’t want to end up in a cell in the basement of the Foundation, locked in one of the small rooms.
Not that she feared it would come to that. She could use her … skills on him. If necessary, call her mother and grand-mere as reinforcements.
There was a reason people called them the beguiling Lemarchal women.
Like their goddess ancestor, they were hunters. And their prey was man.
But she’d already hunted, bagged and gotten her man. And what a man. A son of Jupiter.
And she’d done it without any weapons. She’d only needed a kiss.
The End
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ORION’S MOON
by
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Chapter One
“Orion, get back here.” Cassidy Maguire chased after the disobedient dog through the narrow path between the young trees. “Get back here right now!”
Orion, who looked like a Golden Retriever that had been dipped in black ink, turned his head back and looked at her. He stopped for a moment, his tongue lolling happily out of the side of his mouth, grinned at Cassidy and took off further into the woods. 
“Orion!” she yelled again. “I don’t have time for this nonsense.”
She knew the dog was in no danger—all of her acreage was securely fenced, but since the day he had wandered onto her property, malnourished and cautious, she felt the need to keep an eye on him. She didn’t want him wandering out to the road in front of her property. The cars zipped past the farmhouse at too high a speed to be able to stop for a dog. And she never wanted him to feel abandoned again.
She ran her hand through her long auburn curls and sighed. How long had it been since she had allowed herself to come outside and enjoy the crisp fall air and the bright blue sky? A yellow leaf swirled down from the top of a maple tree and twirled to land at her feet. She bent over and picked it up, noticing the tinges of red that were splashed on the edges. Soon fall would give way to winter and the earth would rest for a season.
But she knew there was a lot to do before she could rest.
“Orion!” she called again.
She went over her ‘to do’ list in her head. There were herbs to gather before the frost, which had been threatening for days, covered the hills and pastures with icy white. There were a few more tinctures to prepare. She still had to make juice from the final crop of apples and she needed to check the beehives to make sure they were prepared for winter.
Sighing, she sat down on a felled tree amidst the golden and red leaves carpeting the ground and shook her head. It wasn’t the list that was bothering her, she finally admitted. It was the feeling that had been tugging at her mind for the past few weeks. The urgency to prepare—but what in Merlin’s name was she supposed to be preparing for?
A lithe black cat hopped up next to her on the log and rubbed demandingly against her arm. Cassidy absently stroked the cat while she looked out over the pasture below, watching Orion’s black tail waving like a flag between the clumps of overgrown brush as he followed a new scent.
“He’s going to be covered in burrs again,” she said.
The cat responded with a frank meow.
“Yes, Regulus, I know you told me not to keep him,” she said to the cat. “But really, we both know it was because he was a dog, not because you had a vision.”
The cat meowed plaintively. 
“Yes, he does slobber when he drinks.” she admitted, “but not everyone can be as delicate as you.”
The cat sniffed and Cassidy grinned. “You are such a snob.”
Orion came hurtling back towards them, his eyes filled with delight at seeing his best friend, Regulus, next to his beloved mistress. He spat out a gnarly apple he’d been carrying and showered the cat with slobbery kisses. 
“See, he loves you, Regulus.” Cassidy smirked. “You can’t buy that kind of affection.”
Her words, uttered so carelessly, brought a sharp, painful memory to mind. 
Benjamin. Her heart was still tender from his betrayal. “You can’t buy affection and you can’t buy love,” she whispered sadly, as she bent and fastened the lead onto Orion’s collar. “And you can’t buy faithfulness either.”
Orion leaned up and licked her neck, his tail wagging in sympathy. “You’re right,” she agreed with a pat on his back. “The best kind of love is freely given.”



 
Chapter Two
The kitchen smelled of fall. Cassidy inhaled the combination of lavender, cinnamon and marigold petals that were heating in olive oil in the double boiler and smiled. Fall in a bottle, she thought.
The farmhouse kitchen looked more like a laboratory with stainless steel counters, a large walk-in refrigerator, a commercial oven and shelves filled with empty containers waiting to be filled. Although, there were some vestiges from the kitchen that the original farmhouse owner would have been familiar with—herbs hanging from the ceiling, red peppers drying on wreaths, a block of beeswax on the counter and a ceramic bowl of brown eggs just gathered that morning.
Orion was busy getting in the way. No matter where Cassidy moved, Orion was there, looking up at her with adoring eyes, his large tail thumping his approval. She bent over and rubbed his ears. “You aren’t being very helpful, you know,” she said. “I have a lot of work to do.”
He rolled over and offered her his tummy for a good scratch. He obviously wasn’t too worried about her work. 
But Cassidy’s work was more than just creating herbal remedies and running a very successful Internet business. Her work was a family tradition. Throughout the history of Ireland, the Cassidy clan were the traditional healers and physicians to the chiefs of County Fermanagh, the Maguire clan, and then to other chieftains in the north of the country. 
The protection of the chieftains and the Maguire name had saved her family from the troubles that had befallen so many others of their kind throughout the world. Because the Cassidy clan was more than a clan—they were a coven. They proudly traced their bloodline back to the father of wizards, Merlin, and felt they were duty-bound to use their gifts for the betterment of those around them. 
Cassidy had long felt that her gift was the gift of healing and she used it in the salves, lotions, tinctures and herbal medicine she produced. She had cousins who had far more wondrous gifts, in her opinion. They could cast spells, read the thoughts of others, influence someone’s thought and travel through the void, getting places in moments, rather than hours or days. Her mother had always felt she had other gifts; she only needed to have the confidence to use them. But Cassidy was sure those were the words of an indulgent mother, not a High Seer. 
“Besides, I can make a mean lip balm,” she said, grinning. “Just call me super witch.”
However, just as all of her cousins and the rest of her family, she lived under the ancient oath: “An it harm none, do what thou wilt.” She had vowed to only use her gifts to help others, and never for profit or gain of any kind. And she had been naïve enough to think others felt the same way she did.
The phone rang and she turned the double-boiler down before she answered it.
“Hello?”
“Blessed be, Cassidy, me darling,” her mother’s soft lilt melted away the miles.
“Ma, how are you?” she asked, sitting down on a stool next to the island. 
“Oh, I’m as right as rain and twice as good looking,” her mother replied with a chuckle. “But it’s you I’m worrying about.”
Orion came over and placed his head in Cassidy’s lap. She absently stroked his head. “Why are you worried about me?”
“I’ve been having dreams,” she said.
Cassidy sat upright. Her mother was a gifted seer and her dreams had power and meaning. 
“What did you see?” she asked.
Her mother sighed. “Well, as you know, the dreams are cloudy when they’re for family. But, I see a male figure. A dark male figure coming into your life. In the dream I think I see a wolf or something canine.”
Cassidy looked down at Orion, whose tongue was hanging out of the side of his mouth, and grinned.
“He’s to bring you love,” her mother finished.
Cassidy smiled sadly. “Aye, Ma, I’ve already met him,” she said. “And he’s loyal, affectionate and protective.”
“Have you now? He sounds like a gem.”
“But he’s a dog.”
“In what way, darling? What has he done to make you think that?”
“No, Ma,” she said. “He’s a dog, a real live, four legs and a tail dog. You dreamt about me getting my dog.”
“Oh,” her mother said with a sigh. “I was so hopeful you were getting some romance in your life.”
“Well, if it makes you feel better, I’m sleeping with him.”
Her mother chuckled. “Well, better than the snake you were sleeping with here in Ireland.”
Cassidy didn’t respond.
“Oh, darling, I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing for me to say,” her mother said. “Is your heart still bruised then?”
“Ma, my heart is broken,” she replied. “I don’t think it will ever be the same.”
“Oh, no, darling, it’s but bruised,” she said. “To have your heart truly broken you have to have a great love. And that one was too self-absorbed to ever produce that kind of bond.”
Cassidy sighed. Perhaps her mother was right. But if her heart was only bruised, so were her pride and her ability to trust. “But, Ma, he was my first,” she said.
“Aye, and I’m sorry for that because he took what was precious from you,” she said. “But there’ll be another who will touch not only your body, but your heart. And that will be your true first experience with love.”
“How did you get so smart?” Cassidy asked.
“Oh, I’ve always been smart,” her mother replied. “It’s only now you’re realizing it.”
Cassidy laughed and Orion wagged his tail in response. Then she stood and walked to the bay window that overlooked her acreage glowing golden in the afternoon sun.
“So, what’s happened to Benjamin?” she asked.
“Ah, well that was the other reason for my call,” her mother said. “Somehow he’s been able to escape from custody and the Garda are now looking for him in County Cork.”
A frisson of fear crept up her spine. “And do they think he might be able to leave the country?” she asked.
“Well, they’re not saying he can and they’re not saying he can’t,” her mother replied. “It would be a long way to come just to find you.”
Cassidy nodded slowly. “Aye, but he knows who betrayed him.”
“Who betrayed who?” her mother asked angrily. “He secretly put drugs in your herbs and wanted you to ship them overseas for him. If you hadn’t had that vision, you’d be in jail as well as he.”
Cassidy nodded. “I was a fool,” she said. 
Orion knocked against her, looking for more attention. “But now I’ve a new man in my life who wants only my company, some kibble and an occasional rawhide,” she added.
“Do be careful, darling,” her mother said. “And tell your new man he’s to watch out for you.”
“Thanks, Ma, I will,” she said. “Blessed be, Ma, I love you.”
“Blessed be, me darling. I love you too.”



 
Chapter Three
The moon was in its waxing stage and it was only days until the Hunter’s Moon would appear. The Hunter’s Moon had been historically used to by early settlers to hunt through the night in order to obtain enough food to last through the harsh winters. 
Cassidy stood in the middle of the orchard, wrapped in an oversized sweatshirt, flashlight in hand, while she waited for Orion to do his evening business outside. “Come on, Orion,” she called. “You’ve sniffed that bush at least three times. Go ahead and go to the bathroom on it. Some of us are freezing.”
Orion looked at her, wagged his tail and then went back to sniffing. He seemed to think everything she said was simply hysterical, but not worth paying attention to. She strolled further into the yard, out from underneath the limbs of the trees, and looked up. There was Orion, the hunter, guarding over the night sky with his bow and arrow ready to defend his own.
“Well then, Orion,” she said to the constellation. “Will you be defending me if I need it?”
Suddenly a cold nose pushed its way into her hand. Orion stood next to her, his body positioned in front of her and his head tilted up to the sky. “So, do you see those stars up there?” she asked. “Those are Orion, the hunter. One of the bravest of the constellations. And you, me boyo, were named after him.”
This time Orion didn’t wag his tail or loll his tongue. He looked up at the stars for a moment longer and then he turned to her. He laid his paw on her leg and stared into her eyes. She bent down on one knee and put her hands on either side of his face. “Are you pledging your fealty then?” she asked with a smile. “Will you be protecting me?”
Orion stood up and wagged his tail. 
She brought his face next to hers and laid her cheek against the soft fur on his nose. “Thank you Orion,” she said. “I’ll be forever grateful.”
She sat down next to him, put her arm about his large furry body and closed her eyes to absorb all the wonders of the night. She could smell that one of her neighbors was using their fireplace that night as the warm pungent smell of burning wood wafted through the air. She heard the owls that had made their homes high in the pine trees of her property call to each other. In the far distance she could even hear the lonely howl of a coyote. 
She leaned against Orion. “It’s peaceful here,” she said. “I didn’t think I could find a peaceful place outside of Ireland, but I could give my heart to this land.”
Orion leaned over and licked her face. She moved away and wiped off her cheek. “None of that, boyo,” she said. “We haven’t even had a first date.”
He stood, placed his mouth gently around her arm and tugged. “Oh, so it’s time to go in, is it?” she asked, standing and wiping the leaves off her jeans. “Are you missing your supper dish? Well, fine, if you insist.”
Instead of dashing for the porch, as he generally did, Orion walked alongside Cassidy, sometimes even straying a little behind her. “Come along, slowpoke,” she called, “you were the one who was so anxious to be in.”
He moved closer and walked with her as she entered the back of the house. 
“Are you sensing my nerves?” she asked. “Because you are certainly making me jumpy.”
She walked through the house, Orion at her side, locking each door and checking every window to be sure her house was secure. Finally satisfied, she went upstairs to her bedroom. 
Regulus lay in the middle of the bed when Cassidy and Orion entered the room. With a quick leap, Orion was next to Regulus, tail wagging and nose exploring parts of Regulus he wasn’t accustomed to sharing. Regulus hissed his displeasure and swatted Orion’s nose. Orion yelped and retreated to the other side of the bed. 
“Now, you two,” Cassidy said. “Learn to play nicely.”
She prepared for bed, changed into a camisole and yoga pants, and slipped in between the flannel sheets. She rolled over, switched the bedside lamp off and plunged the room into darkness. Slowly the darkness retreated slightly, as the light from the moon filtered in through the curtains and the night stars twinkled in the sky. 
She sighed contentedly and snuggled into her pillow. “Good night,” she whispered, and closed her eyes for a well-deserved rest. 
She felt Orion creep across the bed and lay next to her, his body pressed against hers. She reached out of the covers, patted his silky hair for a few minutes, and then her hand merely rested on his head as she fell asleep.
The sun was sparkling through the red and gold leaves, making everything around her shimmer with light. The small brook that ran through her land sparkled brilliantly as it carried red and gold leaves downstream like tiny boats traveling to distant shores. The apple tree’s limbs were swollen with fruit and hung nearly to the ground. The wind carried the scent of apples and burning leaves. 
Cassidy wrapped her hand around an apple and was ready to pick it when she heard a footstep behind her. She quickly turned around and at first only saw the woods that surrounded her. Then he stepped from between the trees, as if he were one of the woodland animals. He was tall and lean and what she could see of his bronzed body was sculpted with strong muscle. His shirt was loose and made of coarse homespun wool; he wore buckskin breeches, leather suspenders and scarred leather boots. His hair was black and shoulder length, pulled back by a leather string. 
She stepped back and looked for a way to escape. 
“Please, I beg of you, don’t run away.”
She paused. For some reason he seemed familiar to her and her heart told her he was safe. Stepping forward, she met his eyes. “Who are you?” she asked. “What are you doing on my land?”
His mouth spread into a wide smile. “I see,” he said. “You are the current owner of this land.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head.
“Yes,” she said, now more annoyed than afraid. “Why do you find that so amusing?” 
“Things have certainly changed since my day,” he said. “No woman could own property.”
“Change is a good thing. I own this land and, as you can see, I am a woman.”
He studied her for a moment. “Yes, there is no doubt in my mind that you are indeed a woman.”
She blushed. “That’s not what I meant.”
Nodding, he chuckled. “I beg your pardon,” he said. “It’s been such a long time since I’ve had a conversation. I’ve been too bold.”
“Perhaps you can start by introducing yourself,” she said. 
“Oh, how thoughtless of me,” he replied. “I’m Giles Bowen.”
He bowed to her. “And may I ask your name, milady?”
“I’m Cassidy Maguire,” she said, “Originally from Ireland.”
“Ah, my family was originally from Wales.”
“Where are you from now?” she asked
“I’ve from here, but a long time ago,” he said. “I used to hunt in these wood—bear, deer, fox, beaver and even mountain lion. But I’ve not had that opportunity for over 300 years.”
“My, that’s a long time,” Cassidy said. “Are you a ghost then?”
He shrugged. “I feel like one,” he said. “It’s been so long, I can scarce remember how I came to be this way.”
He reached over her shoulder and plucked an apple from the tree and handed it to her. “I believe I interrupted this,” he said.
She bit into the crisp, juicy fruit. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s quite delicious. Would you like one?”
He shook his head, though there was a twinkle in his eye. “No, I haven’t had much of an appetite for at least a hundred years now. But it keeps a man slim and trim.”
She laughed and started walking down the narrow path through the trees toward her pasture land. “Do you always approach women in their dreams?”
“It’s an interesting way to court, wouldn’t you say?” he replied, falling in step with her.
“Aye, in my time we meet online or at bars or going on blind dates,” she said.
“You meet men by standing on a line?” he asked. “And what kind of line would that be?”
She laughed. “It’s difficult to explain. It’s a form of communication that allows people to have conversations through the written word and images, like portraits, without having to meet in person.”
“So there is no hand holding and no dancing?” he asked. “It seems a foolish way to meet.”
Nodding, she agreed. “You could be right.”
“And explain these blind dates. Do you cover your eyes in order not to see the face of your companion?”
Cassidy grinned. “No, but in some cases, that might be a very good plan. It means that someone you are acquainted with is also acquainted with another eligible person and they bring you together to meet.”
“Ah, like a matchmaker,” he said. 
“Yes, very much like one,” she said with a grimace.
“Ah, so you’ve fallen victim to them before?” he asked with a smile.
“Well-meaning cousins,” she replied, taking another bite of the apple.
“So, are the men here blind or is there a surfeit of beautiful women?”
“I beg your pardon?” she asked.
“You’ve hair of spun gold that has the fire of passion woven in it. You’ve eyes that remind a man of the sea just before a storm. You’ve skin as dewy and soft as cream and you’ve a shape…well, I best stop now,” he said. “Why would you have to go on blind dates?”
She sighed. “Well, since this is just a dream, it can’t hurt to tell you the truth.”
He nodded. “Who could I tell?”
“Exactly,” she said. “You see, I’m a witch.”
“Ah, so you have a bit of a temper?”
Laughing, she shook her head. “No, I’m a real witch—you know, casting spells, riding broomsticks, turning frogs into princes,” she said.
“Ah, well witchcraft was frowned upon in my day,” he said. 
“Well, it’s never been welcomed with open arms,” Cassidy replied dryly. “These days those who truly practice try to keep a low profile.”
“And those who don’t truly practice?” he asked.
“Ah, well, they’re often a little confused about what witchcraft really entails,” she explained. “How magic is part of everything around us and those who practice the craft use those elements for good.”
“So there are no black witches any longer?”
Cassidy stopped and turned to him. “Well, you do know a bit about witches, don’t you?”
He nodded. “I, unfortunately, had a run in with one about 300 years ago,” he said with a wry smiled. “I believe I offended her.”
He spread his arms out and bowed. “And thus, here I am today.”
“You’re cursed?”
He nodded. 
“Is that why you’re here? In my dreams?” she asked.
“I’ve been waiting for a long time for someone to come here who could help me.”
She sighed. “Well I’ll do what I can. But don’t get too hopeful.”
“Why not?” he asked.
“Because I’m not as talented as the other members in my family,” she said. “I can create wonderful things with herbs and plants, I can calm a child’s hacking cough or a young girl’s broken heart. But I can’t do all those important things the other members of my family can do.” 
She bent her head down. “I’m so sorry.”
He moved in front of her and placed his hand under her chin, gently lifted her face up. 
“Isn’t what you create important magic for those you help?” he asked. “Don’t you think they feel the benefits of your talent?”
She sighed. “Yes. Yes, they do,” she said. 
He rubbed his thumb alongside her mouth. “Then smile,” he said. “There’s a reason you came here and we met.”
She smiled. “And I’m just feeling sorry for myself. So you’ll have to forgive me.”
He smiled. “There’s nothing to forgive.”
Cassidy heard thunder in the distance and looked up to find the sky filling with clouds. 
“That doesn’t look good,” Giles said. “You need to get home before the storm hits.”
“Aye,” she said. “It was nice meeting you, Giles.”
“And you too, Cassidy,” he replied.
Another clap of thunder shook the ground. She started to turn, but he caught her hand and turned her back to him. His eyes were clouded now, and he was looking into the distance. He finally looked down at her. “Be wary, Cassidy. There’s danger ahead.”
Cassidy sat up in bed as a loud crack of thunder shook the house. Orion lay sound asleep next to her, his paws twitching in a canine dream. “I’ll bet you my dream was better than yours,” she whispered to him.
She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around her legs, listening to the sounds of the storm. 
There’s danger ahead.
She shivered. First her mother’s call and now this strange dream. Could Benjamin really be coming to find her or was there something else coming her way?



 
Chapter Four
The next morning, the first thing Cassidy did was call for reinforcements.
“Hello, Sheriff Lund. This is Cassidy Maguire. Aye, I bought the old Peterson farm. I’m calling with a bit of a worry and I wanted to let you know about it,” she explained. “Back in Ireland, I found someone was trying to use my company, especially my shipping faculties, to traffic drugs to the United States. I called the authorities and testified against the man. He wasn’t too pleased about it.”
She took a deep breath. “I’ve just learned he’s escaped from confinement and they don’t know his whereabouts,” she continued. “I know I’m a long way from Ireland now. But he vowed he would make me pay before they carted him off to jail. It hasn’t been but six months since he was sent away. I don’t think he’s forgotten his promise.”
The sheriff assured her they would pull the information about Benjamin Cleary and distribute it throughout the department as well as departments in the area. He also promised extra patrols throughout the day and evening. She hung up with him feeling reassured the local constabulary was going to do all in their power to see she was safe.
But that was not enough.
She picked up her cell and placed an international call to her cousin, Fiona, in Dublin. 
“Fiona, blessed be,” she said. “Do you have a few moments for your cousin?”
She walked into the kitchen, cell phone against her ear, and nodded. “Aye, Ma told me he’d escaped,” she said. “That’s why I’m calling you. I’d like to try my hand at a bit of divination.” 
She held the phone away from her ear for a moment, waiting for the cheery laughter to subside. “Oh, and you wonder why my self-esteem has always been so low,” she teased. “I know I’ve not your hand at it, but I feel I must try. I’ve had several warnings and I want to be as prepared as I can.”
She walked over to her large cupboard. “I’ve a large assortment of stainless steel mixing bowls,” she said, reviewing the contents of her shelves. “But I’m sorry to say I’ve not a cauldron among the lot of them. Okay, I’ll take out the largest.”
She reached in and pulled the largest bowl from the bottom of the pile. “Now what?”
She carried the bowl to the sink, filled it half-full with cold water and then picked it up. Orion ran over to her and tried to jump up at the bowl.
“No, Orion, you have your own water,” she said. “This is for me. Stay down.”
She carefully balanced the water, avoiding tripping over the dog, and placed it in the middle of the island. “Okay, Fiona, I have it. What’s next?”
She listened for a moment. “Aye, I have all of that.”
She opened a jar on the counter that held dried marigold petals and sprinkled them into the water. Then she pulled some dried thyme in an incense burner and put a match to it. The pungent smell filled the room quickly. She went to a small cabinet and took two purple candles from a long narrow box and placed them in two crystal candleholders. She lit the candles, pulled the curtains closed and sat on a stool next to the island so she could gaze into the water.
“It’s all done now, Fiona,” she said. “What happens next?”
She grabbed a notepad out of the drawer and wrote down the words to the incantation. “Aye, I’ll call you if I need more help,” she said. “Thank you so much. Blessed be, cousin.”
She put the piece of paper down in front of her and took a deep breath. Orion shoved his head in her lap and whined. “Orion, I have to do this,” she said. “I have to try to see what’s coming.”
She gently shoved him away. “Sit,” she commanded, and was a little surprised when he obeyed.
She looked at the piece of paper and then stared into the water. Fiona told her that she had to stare through the water to the bottom of the bowl in order to see her answer.
“Okay, here goes,” she said. “Into the threads of time I seek a glimpse of what will be. I ask not for gain or wealth with this boon of prophecy.”
She nearly fell off the stool when the waters in the bowl began to swirl around, the marigold petals moving to the edges, and a picture formed in the bottom. 
“It’s working,” she whispered.
She leaned closer. 
There was the orchard. She could see the lines of apple trees, the raspberry bushes against the fence line and the grape arbors on the southern hill. However, there was something odd about the vision. It was dark outside, but the trees were casting shadows on the ground. 
She could see the chicken coop. Everything was secure for the night and the chickens were quiet. No problems there.
She was moving toward the house. The kitchen light was on, blazing through the back window. She got closer to the house, when the wind became still and the night sounds became hushed. She moved slower now. She placed her hand on the porch rail and started to climb up the stairs when she saw a shadow move past the window. 
He was in her house. She felt inside her jacket for her phone, and realized she had left it on the island in the kitchen. Then she heard the sound that made her blood run chill. 
Orion barking. 
She must have left him in the house. She ran up the steps, her legs laden by invisible weights. She pulled herself across the porch, her hand outstretched to the door. She heard a loud crack, like thunder. But there was no rain. She heard the sound again, but this time she knew…
She pushed open the door. Orion was lying on the floor. 
“No!” she screamed and pushed the bowl away. The water lapped over the side onto the counter and the vision was gone. 
Orion pushed his nose into her hand and she slipped off the stool and put her arms around him, sobbing into his coat. “This isn’t going to happen,” she vowed. “We’ll make a plan. We’ll barricade the house and I won’t let you out of my sight.”



 
Chapter Five
She doubled checked the locks that evening and placed chairs in front of each door. Earlier in the day she had run out to the hardware store and purchased a deadbolt lock for every entrance, as well as her bedroom door. “No one is going to sneak up on us,” she said as she rubbed her ears. “We’ll both be safe.”
She climbed into bed and called him to her side. She placed her arms around him and listened to the soft rhythmic sound of his breathing. Finally, she fell asleep.
“So, you’ve finally come to visit me again,” Giles said, meeting her in the orchard. 
“I’ve had a hectic day,” she explained. “I’m in a bit of a situation.”
“Tell me about it,” he said.
“I met a man in Dublin a few years ago,” she said. “He asked me out for a drink, then he courted me, bought me nice things and brought me to lovely places. He treated me like a princess.”
“As well he should have,” Giles said.
“Well, he was one of those princes that should have been turned into a frog,” she continued. “One of my cousins called. She’d been playing with her divination bowl and saw this fellow changing my herbal combinations for illegal drugs for shipment overseas.”
“I gather that could have made you an accomplice to his crime.”
She nodded. “Not to mention the harm the drugs would have caused when they reached the States.”
“And so…”
“And so I turned him in,” she said. “I told the police who he was and what he’d done and then I helped them set up a situation so they could catch him with the drugs.”
“You’re a brave woman,” Giles said. 
“What other choice did I have?” she asked him. 
He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “None, because you are who you are.”
They walked together, through the orchard and the small woods. “What is it like,” she asked, “to have watched the world pass by for so long?”
He picked a golden maple leaf from a tree and twirled it in his fingers. “Well, you learn a great deal,” he said. “But mostly about yourself.”
She stopped and turned. “What did you learn?”
“Not to assume you have all the answers,” he said. “Not to judge others on appearances or rumor. And, most important, risk it all for one thing.”
“And what’s that one thing? Honor? Duty? Wealth?” she asked.
He shook his head sadly. “No, love,” he said. “Risk it all for love.”
“And did you?” she asked urgently, because for some reason his answer was very important to her. “Did you risk it all for love?”
Shaking his head, he turned away from her and looked out to the horizon. “No,” he said. “I had the chance and I was a coward.”
She placed her hand on his shoulder. “My mother tells me there are bruised hearts and broken hearts. But you can only have a broken heart when you’ve experienced a great love. And a great love means that both people are committed. Both people are willing to risk it all.”
Shrugging, she slipped her hand off his shoulder and turned away. “I’m beginning to believe she’s right.”
She continued walking slowly down the path when she felt his hands on her shoulders. He slowly turned her around and looked into her eyes. “And how do you know if what you have is a great love?” he whispered.
Shaking her head, she fought the emotions his touch was stirring inside her. “I don’t know,” she stammered. “I’m not sure.”
“Perhaps we need to see if we have the makings of a great love, Cassidy Maguire,” he said softly. “Tis only a dream, after all. What could be the harm?”
He gently pulled her closer, slid his hands from her shoulders up and cupped her face. 
His lips were tender at first, gliding, coaxing and teasing. She felt a fire kindle inside her and spread throughout her body. He pulled her closer and slid his hands into her hair, holding her as he deepened the kiss. She moaned softly and he took advantage and tasted deeper, pulled her into a swirling whirlpool of feeling. 
She felt like she was being consumed by fire. Her body ached and she wanted more. But suddenly, firm hands slipped to her shoulders and gradually moved her away from him. Her body was still humming with desire and her breath was coming in gasps. 
Looking up at him, she could see he too was having trouble catching his breath. His eyes were still filled with passion, and something else – tenderness perhaps?
“That kiss was well worth waiting 300 years,” he whispered as he bent forward and placed one more kiss on her forehead. “I wish you sweet dreams, Cassidy.”
Cassidy sat up in bed. Orion woke up and greeted her with enthusiasm. 
“No, we are not going outside yet,” she said firmly. “It’s only…”
She looked at the bedside clock. It read 7:30 a.m..
“Oh my,” she gasped. “It’s seven-thirty. I can’t believe we slept that long.”
She threw a thick robe over her pajamas, slipped her feet into rubber clogs and hurried down the stairs, Orion running in circles all around her. “If you trip me on the stairs, we’ll both be sorry,” she chided. 
Regulus was standing on the table that held his food dish. 
“I’m sorry, Regulus,” she said. “As soon as I take Orion out, I’ll feed you.”
She unlocked the back door and Orion flew down the back steps into the yard. She followed behind him, enjoying the smell of fall in the air. “Come on,” she called. “Let’s feed the chickens and pick up the eggs.”
Orion followed her through her quick morning chores and was happily tired by the time they reached back into the house. She apologized to Regulus once more and fed him some tuna to make up for her thoughtlessness. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she was forgiven.
Although she had a full schedule of things to do, she found her mind wasn’t on her work. She often caught herself standing in the middle of a room, her hand on her lips, smiling into the air. She burnt the first batch of comfrey salve and even the cleansing scent of sage couldn’t rid the house of the awful scent.
Opening the door, she placed a large box fan next to it to draw the smell out of the house. Then she placed another fan in the open doorway of the front door to create a breeze throughout the house. She returned to the kitchen to carry the hot pot out to the deck when Orion slipped past her and ran out the door.
“Orion,” she called. “Get back here.”
She dashed out after him and saw him dash behind the chicken coop. “Orion, no chickens!” she yelled, running across the yard.
She could already hear the distressed and frightened cackles from the chickens. “Orion, stop!” 
She reached the back of the coop only to find Orion chasing an irate rooster through the elderberry bushes. “Orion, sit!” she yelled, running towards him. 
He looked at her, thought about it for a moment, and then sat down in the midst of the bush. She reached in and grabbed him by the collar, and pulled him out next to her.
“Shame on you,” she said. “You know you’re not supposed to chase chickens. That’s it! You’re in the house all day.”
She released him and, with his tail tucked between his legs, he ran back to the house and slipped in through the door. Cassidy surveyed the chickens. They were already pecking at the grass and seemed no worse for wear.
Shaking her head, she walked back to the house.
Regulus met her at the door, purring and rubbing against her leg. “Shut up, Regulus,” Cassidy said. “No one likes a brown noser.”
Orion was lying underneath the dining room table, fast asleep. “You are nothing but a hairy gangster,” she said.
She noted the air in the house seemed clearer, and it was getting a little chilly inside. She turned off the fan at the front door, placed it against the wall and shut the door. Then she hurried to the back door and did the same. 
Finally, she was able to concentrate of her salve and she worked through the rest of the day without interruption. 
Cassidy celebrated her very productive day with a cup of herbal tea. The kitchen was scrubbed clean, the shelves were stocked with dozens of containers of comfrey salve, lavender salve and elderberry extract, and the sun was just setting. She stretched her shoulder muscles and felt the tension release. It had been a good day. 
“Orion,” she called, snatching his lead from a hook near the door. “It’s time for your walk.”
He came obediently, his tag still wagging at half-mast. “Don’t think you can charm me so easily,” Cassidy said. “I don’t believe a word of it.”
He grinned up at her, his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth and his eyes sparkling. “Yes, you’re right,” she said, patting him on the head. “You’ll win me over soon enough.”
She took him out for to the orchard and they walked around the area for a few minutes. Lost in thoughts about Giles, she was surprised when she felt him pull on the lead, urging her back inside the house. “So, you realize you should still be punished, do you?” she said. “Or are you looking for a piece of cheese for your treat?”
They went back into the house and she closed and locked the back door firmly behind her. She made herself a salad and shared bits of cheese and egg with Orion as she chopped and grated. Pouring a generous serving of her own balsamic vinaigrette dressing on it, she walked into the living room and snuggled into her favorite chair.
Orion was sleeping on the floor in the middle of the room, his paws twitching and an occasional puff of barking slipping from his mouth. “He’s probably dreaming about chasing chickens,” she thought wryly.
She picked up her fork and was about to dive into her salad when her comment sank in. “Chickens,” she moaned. “I forgot to lock up the chickens for the night.”
She knew there were natural predators all around that would love an open invitation to her chicken coop. She put her salad down on the table, grabbed her flashlight and headed out the back door to the chicken coop.



 
Chapter Six
Cassidy felt a tightening in the pit of her stomach. She walked through the orchard. She could see the lines of apple trees, the raspberry bushes against the fence line and the grape arbors on the southern hill. 
She looked up and saw the full moon. The Hunter’s Moon, she thought. Orion’s Moon.
It was so bright that even though it was night, the trees were casting shadows on the ground. The trees were casting shadows!
She instantly recalled her vision and realized it was coming true. But this time, she would change the ending. 
She ran back to the house, not pausing to look through the windows because she already knew he’d be in there. She heard the first crack. Now she recognized it, the front door being kicked open and slamming into the fan.
She dove into the back door and looked around for a weapon, any weapon. She saw the knife she’d left on the counter when she made her salad, but decided against it. The she spied the cast iron ladle she used to stir the beeswax. She picked it up and ran into the other room. 
She entered the room at the same time Orion started barking. 
Benjamin moved forward, a revolver in his hand. 
Orion moved between Cassidy and Benjamin, growling low in his throat at the man.
“How are you, sweet Cassidy?” he asked. “Are you surprised to see me?”
She shook her head. “Actually, no,” she said. “I knew you were coming since yesterday. The police are already on their way, so I’d move along if I were you.”
“But, Cassidy, my darling,” he said. “We both know you’ve no real skills with your witchcraft. The potions you make any herbalist can conjure. You’ve no more magic in you than I have.”
“I suppose you’ll have to wait and see,” she said, grabbing hold of Orion’s collar and trying to pull him back to her. “But then, why am I standing here with my knife, rather than sitting over there with my salad?”
He turned to look and she threw the ladle at his head. She heard it make contact, but didn’t take the time to look as she pulled Orion through the back door with her and ran into the orchard. She ran through down the path, under the limbs of the trees, making her way out to the pasture.
“Come on, Orion,” she called. “Run.”
He ran with her, only a few steps behind.
She reached the woods and stopped. She turned back and saw Benjamin. He was searching for her in the orchard. 
She slipped off the path and moved to the underbrush. She knew if she could work her way back up to the road, she could get help. The light from the Hunter’s Moon helped her avoid any obstacles and she moved quickly. She could see the rise ahead of her in about fifty yards. Orion was still behind her, his panting soft and regular.
“We’re going to do this, boyo,” she said, kneeling down and bringing his face next to hers. “We’re going to be fine.”
Tree bark rained down on her head as the bullet exploded in the limb above her. She froze there, her arms around her dog.
“Ah, Cassidy, darling,” he taunted, moving out of the trees towards her. “It was a valiant effort, but you do realize you’ve made my job a might easier? They won’t find your body here in the woods for quite some time. I’ll be out of the country by then.”
She slowly stood. “They’ll catch you,” she said. “If not the police, then my family, and you’ll get no consideration from them.”
“Your family doesn’t worry me,” he said, and spat on the ground. “An harm it none, remember?”
He lifted the gun and aimed it at her. She heard the crack, saw a blur of black fur – and watched Orion jerk and yelp with the impact of the bullet.
“No!” she screamed.
Anger, as she’d never experienced before, surged through her body, and she turned to Benjamin. 
“Ah, darling, I’ve taken care of the mutt. Now it’s your turn,” he sneered.
She waved her arm and the heavy limb of the tree next to him whipped around and smashed him in the face, throwing his body backward. She tossed her arm again and another branch lashed forward, shattering his jaw and throwing him to the ground. He lay there, bleeding and moaning. She turned and saw a large boulder lying a few feet away. She angled her hand and the boulder floated into the air. She slowly moved it towards him, leaving it hover over his head. 
“Cassidy, no,” he begged, his eyes wide with fear. “For God sake, no!”
Taking a deep breath, she tried to think clearly. She wanted so badly to crush him like the bug he was. She wanted to make him cry out in pain as Orion had.
A voice in her head, sounding suspiciously like her mother, reminded her of her oath: “An it harm none, do what thou wilt.” 
She tossed the boulder angrily aside. “Not that you deserve mercy,” she said, “but I won’t risk my gift on the likes of you.”
A fallen tree, with its limbs still in place, lay on the ground a few feet away. She moved the log over so it securely pinned him in place. “If you’re lucky, they’ll find you here in a couple of weeks,” she said.
Then she heard the whimper. Turning, she saw him in the moonlight, his body bloody and broken, lying on a pile of leaves. She ran to him and knelt by his side. He turned his head, whimpered again and licked her hand. He closed his eyes and a shudder ran through his body. She cradled his head in her arms and wept into his fur. 
“You can’t die,” she whispered. “You can’t die.”
She felt a surge of energy and the weight in her arms changed. Lifting her head, she saw that her hands were now buried in black hair, not Orion’s fur. She gently turned his head and his eyes opened weakly. “The curse,” he whispered. “I was locked in Orion’s body until I offered my life to save another. Offered it for someone I love.”
He shuddered and the moonlight displayed the darkening stain that was growing on the front of his shirt. She pressed a teary kiss against his mouth. “But you can’t die.”
“Then save me, Cassidy,” Giles breathed feebly. “Don’t let me die.”
She nodded, wiped the tears from her face and placed her hands on his chest. She took a deep shuddering breath and concentrated on Giles; the inner workings of his body, the beating of his heart, the flow of his blood, and the movement of his muscles. She could see inside his body in her mind and saw the damage caused by the bullet. 
She linked herself to Giles and immediately gasped in pain. There was a searing burn in her side. She felt the tearing of her flesh, the bullet moving through her body, the ripping of tendon and muscle and finally the tearing of the artery. 
Breathing deeply, she concentrated on each part of the injury. Applying her healing power to take away his pain, transfer the injury to her body and mend the damage. 
She found a broken bone and cried out in pain as she brought the break into her body and then allowed it to heal. She examined his body for bullet fragments and was relieved to see it had exited cleanly. 
Opening her eyes for a moment, she looked down at Giles. His eyes were closed, but no pain showed in his face and his breathing was normal.
She bent down and kissed him lightly. “For a great love,” she whispered. “There must be sacrifice on both parts.”
Finally, she concentrated on the rip in his artery. She had stemmed the flow of blood, but the wall of the artery had to be repaired. She knew she had to be quick, because she was risking her own life if she lost concentration and couldn’t fix it before her own heart gave out.
Closing her eyes and concentrating, she drew the injury into her body. She could feel her heart struggle from the loss of blood as she worked to mend the rift. She breathed the words of a healing incantation as she worked to stop the flow of blood. 
Darkness began to envelop her and she grew faint, but she worked on. She struggled to see the artery through the increasing shadows. Finally, she took a deep breath and collapsed on the ground. 



 
Chapter Seven
Cassidy slowly opened her eyes, adjusting to the bright moonlight filtering through the trees. She was grateful to be alive, but she had no idea what kind of damage she had done to her body by saving Giles. She tried to get up and realized she couldn’t move her legs.
“Cassidy, dearest, are you finally awake?” Giles asked, leaning over her.
“How do you feel?” she whispered, searching his face for any kind of pain, but finding none.
“I’m well,” he said, softly moving her hair off her forehead and placing a solemn kiss there. “Thanks to you.”
She smiled tremulously. “I’m so glad I could help,” she said. “I didn’t want you to die.”
“And I didn’t want to die,” he said, “not when I’d just found you.”
It was worth it, she thought. My legs are nothing compared to his life.
Still, the idea of never walking through her beloved orchard again, never running down a hill…never chasing after her child. Her eyes filled with tears and overflowed down her cheeks.
“Darling,” Giles asked immediately. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t feel my legs,” she cried.
He looked down at her and chuckled.
What kind of cruel beast was he to laugh at her?
“Giles, this is not funny,” she cried.
“Oh, darling, of course it’s not,” he said, placing his arms underneath her shoulders and sitting her up. “Well, not yet.”
She looked down on her legs and saw Orion sitting across them, looking out into the pasture. 
“I tried to move him,” Giles explained. “But he wouldn’t budge.”
“Orion?” Cassidy called.
Orion turned immediately and leapt into Cassidy’s arms. He licked her face and neck while his tail wagged his entire body. She buried her face in his fur and cried with relief.
“I have him back,” she sobbed. “How?”
Giles shrugged. “I don’t know. Magic?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said, hugging Orion. “It just matters that you’re both safe.”
Giles stood up and brought Cassidy with him. “Orion, sit,” he commanded, and the dog immediately obeyed.
He clasped her hands in his and searched her face. “You saved my life,” he said. “You not only freed me from the spell, but you risked your life to save my own. How can I repay something like that?”
Slipping her hands out of his, she stepped forward and linked her arms around his neck. “You risked your life for me, and more than that, you gave me the faith I needed to save you. How can I repay something like that?”
He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her even closer. “I suppose we’ll have to be indebted to each other forever,” he said, placing a soft kiss on her lips. “And have to pay on the debt every day for the rest of our lives.
She smiled and nodded. “I think that’s a very good place to start.”
He chuckled softly as he pulled her closer to seal the deal with a kiss. 
The End
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