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I felt Ember Sandoval before I actually saw her crossing the street on Friday—a curvy woman wearing a sexy red dress and black boots. Although I'd never had an opportunity to look her in the eye, I was sure she was a fake. You know, one of those self-proclaimed witches with so little real talent that she had to sing her own praises. 

The bells over the door jingled wildly as she swept into Something's Brewing, the pagan supply store I was buying from my great aunt Tamsyn Reed. In her eighties and quick as a cricket, Tamsyn had more lives than her black cat, Nightshade. I lived in back of the one-story house an ancestor had converted into the shop many years ago. Below it was a small basement where generations of witches had worked their magic and where I now worked mine.

"Hello, Ember." 

She nodded to me. "Ivy." As she perused the dusty disorder that was the shop, her wrinkled nose gave me her opinion of everything she saw, including blonde, gray-eyed me. 

Although I shared her view of the cobwebs and clutter, I couldn't help but feel defensive. It took time to organize a place like this. I'd only been owner—I used the term loosely—for three months. "What can I do for you?"

"I need a love potion."

Wow. Was than an admission of ineptitude or what? Her own shop, Mojojuju, was right across the street. Trendy and trashy, it lured customers by offering more than the supplies, spells, and potions they'd need to really work magic. She had a coffee corner, hookah lounge, and a séance room. "You can't make your own?"

"Apparently yours work better. I want to test and find out for myself."

Now where'd she hear that? From an unhappy customer? I bit back a laugh. "Sorry. I can't sell one to you."

That got her attention. "Why not?"

"I only sell them to couples, a little spark to rekindle the original fire. If the potion is for you, I need to know the name of the intended vic— I mean man, and how long you've been together."

"That's none of your damn business."

"Is it Tom Grant? Not that I mind. I'm just curious." Tom had ditched me after a week because I wouldn't take our relationship "to the next level." Really? He'd thought I'd do that? While I'd admit to being passionate and even spontaneous if the man was right, when I gazed into Tom's eyes, I hadn't liked what I'd seen. That was the drawback of my secret gift for reading souls. One long look revealed everything. I didn't have a vision. I didn't see an aura. I simply knew, without fail, what kind of person I was dealing with, and sometimes that wasn't a good thing. 

"Why would I waste a potion on that turd? He's already trying to get in my pants."

I suspected that was true. Tom had registered as shallow—a man impressed by looks, connections, and bling. "You can get one from Sister Sofia."

"Holy goddesses! That old Hazel hasn't kicked the cauldron yet?"

"No. She's working out of her granddaughter's used bookstore. Has a corner in the back where she tells fortunes and peddles her magical mixtures. You enter from the alley running behind this shop."

"Well, I'm not buying anything from her."

"Why not? She has way more potions than scruples. Or maybe you should try again to make your own. I have some remedial spell books." I gestured toward the shelves. "Third row down."

Her eyes narrowed. "Word of warning, bitch. Don't mess with me. I can make your life hell."

"You don't have the skills for it."

Hissing like a snake, she pivoted and stalked to the door, where she gave me a hard look before she left. 

I slowly exhaled my pent-up anger and rested my elbows on the checkout counter as I watched her cross the street, that bodacious bootie swaying with every step. She and I went back a ways. It wasn't pretty. 

My house-slash-shop sat smack in the center of a town that had grown around it. That's because the family had consistently refused to sell out. To say the place was unique didn't begin to go there—tiny yard, gingerbread trim, shingled roof. But I believed locals were used to the sight of a house in the middle of a row of stately brick buildings. As for the tourists who flocked into the city, well, they invariably took pictures to be posted online, always good for business.

Downtown seemed rather dull for a Saturday, the day most working people ran errands. Of course, more than half the citizens of Illusion, Missouri—the Sedona of the Ozarks—didn't keep regular hours. The other half were ordinary and either believed in our gifts or thought the whole thing was a big bag of phooey. 

It wasn't, of course. I, for example, had been born with a healer's touch, among other things. And even though my parents had nudged me toward a more sensible medical career—think anything with a regular paycheck, insurance, and a retirement plan—I'd followed my heart and accepted the challenges of being a so-called "white witch." At twenty-three, I was studying hard and doing my best to make a living. I suspected that Tamsyn would've given me the shop outright if I'd only let her, which I'd never. With all her lives, she might survive for decades more, and her money had to last.

I couldn't have been happier except for a couple of small things: my nonexistent sex life and my poor profit margin. Not that I had time for the former, even a quickie with ever-ready Tom. That didn't stop me wishing for some quality male company. In other words, I wanted love, and I wanted it to last forever. Far from being charmed, my attempts at romance felt cursed, something I'd have blamed on Ember if she'd had an ounce of talent. As for the latter—cash flow—if I ever had a free moment to renovate the shop and update the merchandise, business would boom as it once had.

Across the street, Ember burst out of her shop to flag down a man I'd never seen before. Tall and slender with wide shoulders, he wore his longish dark hair messy. I noticed that she had a lot to say, undoubtedly the reason she slipped her arm through his and redirected him into her shop. They were talking as they vanished inside. Was that poor guy her target? The man she intended to conquer with a potion? Although I didn't even know him, I was dismayed. Maybe I wouldn't sell her what she wanted, but someone else would. Yeah, it was just a matter of time in a town where most of the businesses catered to tourists in search of supernatural solutions to their self-made, totally natural problems. 

From where I sat, I flipped the Open sign in the window to Closed. After casting a lock-up spell on the front door, I darted downstairs to the basement via a door in the kitchen. A wave at the medieval chandelier lit all five candles, providing enough light for me to find my way around. I stepped inside the copper-filled lines of the pentagram deeply etched into the concrete floor, where I lit another candle by blowing on the wick. Holding it in front of me, I began chanting. "I bind you, Ember, from doing harm to others. I bind you, Ember, from doing harm to others. I bind you, Ember, from doing harm to others."

There, that should provide some protection for whoever she had her eye on, at least for a while. Now I could get back to business with a clear conscience.
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After I closed up shop for good at six that night, I walked to my kitchen. My cell rang just as I got there. Seeing who it was, I detoured to the den. "Hey, Aunt Tamsyn. How's the arthritis today?"

"Better, but I'm almost out of tonic."

"I'll whip up some more this weekend."

"Thanks, honey. The girls and I were wondering if you'd like to come over for dinner." Tamsyn lived with three other senior witches –Adele Jordan, Thea McClintock, and Raven Willow. 

"What are we having?"

"Whatever you bring."

Figured that. So much for that hot bath I craved. It would have to wait until the cougar-coven, as I called them, had been fed. Not that I minded helping out. That was way better than one of them running down a pedestrian with their shared car. Plus they usually rewarded me with a recipe for an amazing potion or a secret spell no other witch knew, which I immediately added to my own encantus. Those four were brilliant and had a world of experience to share. Each also had a penchant for much younger men, but nobody was perfect. "Chinese? Italian? Mexican? What's your pleasure?"

"You pick."

"All right. Will Eduardo be there?" I referred to Eduardo Mendez, a Hispanic witch a good twenty-years younger than the youngest of the magical quartet. Eduardo was passed around like peace pipe, so he'd shacked up with each of them several times. Why he risked changing bedmates, I just didn't know
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