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By

Red Dawn

Chapter One

How do dead men attract so many live women? It was something I’d often wondered, and couldn’t for the life of me understand. It was Halloween night, and I was yet again trying to unravel this mystery. I might have had more success without the alcohol. But, I’d been suckered into the whole situation anyway.

I was at a bachelorette party in a club called Lucy’s. Who the hell has their bachelorette party on Halloween night? My friend Karen. While I watched the tall, leggy blond celebrating her last night as a free woman, I got distracted by the wildlife.

One of the main attractions at Lucy’s was its dancers. Taking center stage was a luscious piece of meat by the name of Alex. He was a weretiger. I knew this because he’d purred at me earlier. His lithe body moved easily to the music, like a well-oiled machine. He was beautiful, but I didn’t pay much attention. While he gyrated to some of Ms. Lennox’s greatest hits, I found what sweet dreams were made of, and it wasn’t on stage.

He was around six feet tall with long auburn hair and the most magnificent backside I’d ever admired. I couldn’t wait to see what the front looked like. While I took in the view, the lyrics of the song combined with my blood alcohol level made me think I might like to be used by him. Better yet, I might even like to abuse him.

Whoever he was, I was willing to bet he wasn’t human. The really hot ones rarely are. Everyone knows Lucy’s isn’t run by humans, though the patrons are almost exclusively human. However, I was still surprised to come across someone so obviously ... other.

As I watched him, I knew he was aware of my gaze. How could he not be? As my grandmother would say, I was “staring a hole through him.” On my way to the restroom, I had to force myself to look away from the redheaded stranger before I ran into a table.

My red dress was still in good shape, even after a night of bar hopping with a bunch of drunken twenty-somethings. It was strapy and short, but not short enough to look slutty. The color went well with my dark hair and I ran a hand through my long wavy locks as means of freshening up. After rummaging in my little red evening bag, I powdered my nose and reapplied lipstick before leaving the restroom. If that tall, handsome whatever he was decided to look my way, I wanted to give him something worth looking at.

I reentered the main room, and he turned toward me as if he’d read my mind. His hair fell in a silken mass about his shoulders as he turned. His eyes were a stunning shade of green which matched his shirt perfectly and complemented his hair. I admit, I have a weakness for redheads, but this one made me literally weak.

The top few buttons on his shirt were undone and I tried not to stare at the pulse in his throat as he approached. My smile just wasn’t working and I’m sure I looked as nervous as I felt. Before he could get closer, I walked out the back door. Yes, I know it was a cowardly thing to do, but I wasn’t about to pick up a strange preternatural being. I’d also had quite enough of the party and was taking out my cell phone to call a cab when I froze.

Something was coming toward me. I looked around and realized I’d walked out into a dark alley. Stupid is too mild a word. Whatever it was, it growled as it approached, and I saw amber eyes glowing in the darkness.

“Going somewhere?” a deep voice growled.

Before I could answer I was pinned against the wall. My cell phone fell to the ground along with my purse. A werewolf had flung himself at me and was pinning me by the throat against the wall. I could barely breathe, let alone summon up a scream.

He leaned in and began to sniff my midriff as if he were breathing in a steak on the grill. But before he could bite into my flesh, he was gone. I hit the ground and stared in numb shock as the redheaded stranger flung the werewolf down the alley as if he weighed nothing.

The wolf yelped like an injured dog and ran, but my savior didn’t pursue. As the stranger turned to me, his eyes glowed as well and with his long hair now covering his face, they were all I could see.

“My name is Navarre,” he said, and his voice was like velvet. “I don’t know who you are Miss, but you should stay out of dark alleys.”

“I’m Sandra.”

“Well, Sandra, it looks as if my dinner has escaped this evening.”

Then I understood. He was a vampire. I looked into his eyes once more and knew what Navarre wanted as a reward. I tilted my head and instantly felt his lips pressed against my throat. I’m not sure the exact moment he bit me. Excitement and arousal coursed through my veins like the greatest thrill. He smelled of expensive cologne and his hair fell across my face as he embraced me. Just as the pleasure became almost too much, I felt the slightest pain, and he withdrew from me.

Navarre thanked me for my generous reward, and I made it home safely that night.

“You may think I’m crazy, but that won’t be my last visit to Lucy’s. Blame it on my weakness for redheads, but I’m going back for more,” I told my sister.

“You’re crazy,” Priscilla said with a laugh.

“You should have seen him,” I insisted while fumbling around in the cabinet for some aspirin.

“Are you going to tell Zanna?” she asked.

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

Zanna is my grandmother, though we’ve always called her by her first name. She’s also a witch, like most of our ancestors, which might explain some of the odd behaviors of my family, but certainly not all of them. She runs a shop in town called “Potions, lotions, and other wicked notions.”

“But, I thought you were working today?” Priscilla asked.

“Yeah, so?”

“So, those marks are obvious,” she teased.

As she said this my sister rose from her chair and pulled back my hair, exposing Navarre’s bite.

“You have a point.” I sighed. “I’ll just wear a turtleneck until it heals.”

“Oh,” she said, dropping my hair back into place. “I’ve got just the thing,” she assured me as she took off toward her room.

Priscilla and I both live with our grandmother. Our parents died when we were young, and life with her is just about all we’ve ever known. Zanna has a large, though very strange home, built by her great grandparents years ago. The style is eclectic to say the least. It’s not exactly Victorian, but it’s close. Priscilla lives at the top of what we used to call “the tower” when we were little, and I live in the guesthouse which is connected through the greenhouse.

There are plants growing all over our home. Whether it be in the greenhouse, or up the side of the porch. At a glance, it might look overgrown. But upon closer inspection, you can see how lush everything is and that the place is actually well tended. It’s almost like one big garden that just happens to have a house in the middle of it.

While I took some aspirin, I heard something crash at the top of the stairs.

“Not another of your remedies, Pris,” I yelled. “The last one broke me out in hives.”

“This one will work,” she called.

From the sound of things, she was already on her way downstairs.

“Here,” she said, holding a little jar out in front of her.

“What’s in it?”

I took a whiff of the contents and nearly passed out.

“Don’t ask,” she answered. “Just rub a little bit of this over the bite and it will be well by morning.”

“Are you serious?”

“Just do it,” she said urgently. “I swear this one will work.”

Priscilla is three years older than me. She’s a bit strange, but brilliant. There was only one problem with her spell work. Her potions either really worked, or they really didn’t. Still, I didn’t want to have to worry about covering up my neck for longer than a day or so, so I let her rub the mixture over the small puncture wounds.

“There,” she said, smiling. “Now, you’ll only need to wear a turtleneck for today.” She took a closer look at me and asked, “Exactly how did you get home last night?”

“I must have taken a cab,” I said, turning back to the coffee pot. It was still really early and if I was going to make it through the day with a hangover, I needed some caffeine.

“Must have? You mean you don’t remember?”

“Not exactly, no. But I was really drunk,” I reminded her. “The point is, I made it home in one piece. I could have been killed by that werewolf, but as it is, I’m unharmed.”

“Unharmed?! You were bitten by a vampire and don’t remember how you got home!”

I shut my eyes tight against her shrill voice.

“You don’t have to yell, Pris. I feel bad enough as it is.”

“Sure you do, but not about the bite. You just feel bad because you drank too much. What you did last night was very dangerous.”

“You’re not my keeper,” I said angrily.

“No, I’m not. But you know what Zanna always said about vamps. They can’t be trusted. They just aren’t human anymore. They see the world differently than we do. Okay, so he was hot. There’s nothing wrong with that, but you can’t get mixed up with him.”

“And that fling you had with the wereleopard that was all right I suppose?”

Priscilla rolled her eyes. “No one needs to know about that. Besides, that was different.”

“How so?”

“I just wanted a good fuck.”

I laughed and it made my head throb.

“What makes you think I’m looking for more than that?”

She grew very serious and to my surprise she hugged me.

“Because John was a redhead.” She sighed. “It’s not just a weakness, honey. You’re looking for a man who doesn’t exist.”

“I’m not looking for John,” I answered softly.

“Then what are you looking for that a living breathing human can’t satisfy?” she asked softly.

“I don’t know,” I answered.

I poured myself a cup of coffee and walked back with it through the greenhouse and into the guesthouse. Two thousand square feet all to myself was normally enough to make me smile, but not today. No one had mentioned my John in a long time, and I couldn’t help but be a little sad at his memory.

We were married right out of high school. He was the love of my life and for two years we were perfectly happy. We’d even decided to have children. But before I could get pregnant, John was killed on his way home from work one night by a drunk driver. To make matters worse, the driver was one of my ex-boyfriends. His name was Jamie, and no matter how much he apologized, I still hated him.

I found Zanna’s copy of the Necronomicon and was going to attempt to resurrect John, but she stopped me. Thank goodness for that. I was out of my mind with grief and only later saw the foolishness of what I had almost done.

I wanted to curse Jamie too, but I never did. Still, it didn’t matter. He killed himself two months later. He left a letter explaining that he blamed himself for John’s death. Even though he was going to serve time for involuntary manslaughter, Jamie didn’t feel that was a harsh enough punishment for what he’d done. To my discredit, I agreed. However, I had never forgiven myself for hating him. Even though I never performed the curse, I wished it on him with my hatred. Jamie’s death was my fault, and there wasn’t a day went by that I didn’t pray for forgiveness.

“I’m sorry,” Priscilla said from behind me and I jumped. I hadn’t heard her following me. “I shouldn’t have mentioned John,” she said softly.

“No, it’s all right,” I said. “That was nine years ago. You’d think I could hear his name without falling to pieces by now.”

“Come on,” Priscilla said with a sigh. “Get dressed and let’s go to work. I’m supposed to brew up some more ritual bath wash today.”

Ritual bath wash was one of our best sellers, and something that my sister did well. Her cleansing magic never failed and as she smiled at me that morning, I felt like my spirit was being washed clean.

“All right,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “Give me about twenty minutes and I’ll be ready.”

Today was the day I was supposed to collect some fresh ingredients and order others online. Our shelves were getting a little bare in some areas. You’d be surprised what a market there is for already prepared spells. Or better yet, those who are willing to pay to have a spell performed. Sure there were plenty of people who still hated us for what we were, but there were plenty who didn’t, and we were well out of the Burning Times.

Our house was on the outskirts of a little town in South Carolina called Westley, and it was beautiful this time of year. October was my favorite month of the whole year, and fall my favorite season. Unfortunately, this day was November the first, and my favorite holiday had passed. I’d much rather have dressed up and passed out candy to the kids last night instead of being dragged along with Karen. But, I was going to be her maid of honor this Saturday, so I really had to be there.

As I selected a comfortable pair of jeans to wear, I reminded myself that if I hadn’t gone along, I never would have met Navarre.

“What’s wrong with you?” I asked my reflection while I brushed my hair. “You can’t get involved with a vampire, Pris is right.”

But while I plugged up my flat iron, I didn’t listen. In a few minutes, I had straightened out my long dark hair and found a comfortable blue turtleneck. Priscilla, who was always hot natured, met me at the door wearing Capri pants, a t-shirt, and sandals.

“It’s sixty degrees out here,” I said incredulously.

“Yeah, it feels great,” she said.

Chapter Two

As we walked into the shop, I heard my grandmother telling someone, “They’re caraway seeds. I’m telling you, honey, you say the words and mean them, then you put these in his path and the man won’t go anywhere.”

The woman fidgeted nervously, and I could tell it was her first time in a place like this. I looked closer and recognized her as my fifth grade teacher.

“Oh, all right,” she said shakily. “If you swear it will work.”

Zanna took her hand comfortingly, and the woman stopped shaking.

“Trust me,” she said.

I waited until the woman left to step behind the counter and ask, “What was that all about?”

Priscilla stopped to listen as well.

“Wasn’t that Ms. Adams?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Zanna said. “Her husband has been running around with his secretary and she doesn’t want him to leave her.”

“Oh, that’s awful,” I said.

“You want to know the worst part?” Zanna asked. “I think I sold the herbs to the secretary to perform a love spell.”

“Oh, shit,” Priscilla said. “That’s really bad karma.”

“I didn’t know,” Zanna said, with a wave of her hand which caused her long sleeve to nearly hit her nose. Zanna enjoyed the fact that she didn’t fit in. She always wore long, flowing fabrics, dresses and skirts with odd patterns, and shirts with ruffles. It suited her.

I also preferred something sheer, flowing, and feminine. But it was cold. Screw trying to look the part.

“Kiss My Ash,” a young woman said as she approached the counter.

“Excuse me?” a lady answered from across the room.

“Right behind you,” Zanna answered.

That was the patented name of her remedy for ashy skin. Zanna had a remedy for just about everything. I snickered to myself while Priscilla went off toward the back to make some more bath wash. The name we marketed it under was “Clean Slate.” We all felt it was appropriate.

The back of Zanna’s shop had a complete kitchen. It was here that most of the ingredients were mixed and spells cast. I opened up a laptop and sat down at the small table to order supplies while Priscilla started mixing ingredients into a large pot on the stove.

“Did you hear about Trisha?” she asked conversationally.

“Trisha that you went to school with?” I asked. When she nodded I said, “I couldn’t stand her.”

“Neither could I.” She gave a little mischievous laugh. Priscilla tucked a strand of her long blond hair behind one ear and said, “She bought an ugly toad spell.”

“She did not!” I said, looking up from my supply list.

“Sure as hell did. I sold it to her yesterday afternoon while you were getting ready for the party.”

An ugly toad spell is designed to make a person see someone else as repulsive. It is most often purchased by jealous girlfriends.

“Is she screwing a married man again?” I asked.

“How should I know? I just sold the potion. So, are you going to bless the ingredients tonight?” she asked.

I glanced at the counter full of ingredients ready for me to make into candles. Priscilla’s talent lay in cleansing and what I called purifying magic, while my grandmother could do just about anything. So could I really, but my “gift” as Zanna called it was for love magic. In fact, many of the spell kits and potions in the store were now wearing tags which read, “prepared by Sandra.” Word had traveled pretty fast when people started to realize that my love spells were more potent than others.

Priscilla teased me by saying it was because I was a slut at heart. I laughed to myself as I ordered more glycerin and answered, “I’ll do it this afternoon.”

After lunch, Zanna asked Priscilla, “Can you watch the front for me? I need to run an errand.”

“Sure, where are you going?”

“To collect some coffin dust.”

“What?!” I yelled from the back. “You can’t be serious. What in the hell would someone need that for around here?”

“Maybe someone’s mummy is bothering them,” Priscilla teased.

“Old Mrs. Pringle is paying me top dollar to dig up some dirt from her husband’s grave.”

“Why?” I asked.

“She wants to send it overseas so that his spirit can protect her daughter in London. She’s convinced that her landlady is evil,” Zanna answered with a shrug.

While my sister watched the front and Zanna left the shop to look for coffin dust, I went to the back to work my magic. Our top selling products were a line called “Aphrodite’s Caress,” and they were all made by me. The potion I would be working on this afternoon was designed for the practitioner to bathe in before performing love magic.

I’m not sure how to explain what I do, or why my magic is so powerful when it comes to love. Maybe it’s because I hunger for it so very much. In the back of the shop I have a large cauldron. Yes, I actually use a cauldron. This is where I prefer to mix some of my larger batches of potion. I closed the door, drew the shades, and lit my candles. The candles I used had been ritually blessed and were a soft shade of pink to symbolize romantic love.

As I began to mix ingredients into the cauldron, I closed my eyes, stirring while I pictured John before me, and I let myself feel love. Then I chased away his image from my mind and focused instead on whoever purchased this potion being able to attain that kind of love. All of the emotions this spell was designed to evoke coursed through me and into the potion.

I poured in rosewater and sprinkled some dried rose petals over the bubbling mixture. Both red and pink petals swirled as I stirred the liquid. After the mixture had come to a boil for several minutes, I held my hands over the cauldron and closed my eyes. I let everything I felt flow from me to the potion. I pictured it falling from my fingertips like specks of glitter and gold and sprinkling itself across the potion.

I had just finished when the door opened and I nearly collapsed. I believed in putting all of the energy I could into my work.

“You give too much,” Priscilla said from behind me.

“People deserve to get what they pay for,” I said weakly.

“They’re not paying for your soul.”

I moved to sit down while the potion cooled and she said, “I hate to ask, but someone out front is asking for you.”

I poured myself a glass of ice water and walked out front to find one of the most frightened looking women I’d ever seen. She was tall, with short blond hair, and piercing blue eyes. She couldn’t have been over twenty and I wondered what could cause such a young woman such severe distress. Then I remembered that I was her age when John died.

“How can I help you?”

“Are you Sandra?” she asked, glancing around nervously.

“Yes, that’s me. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I only came here because, um, I heard you were the best,” she stammered.

“The best at what?” I asked.

The woman looked down at her hands as if her fingernails were the most interesting thing in the world. Then she suddenly blurted out, “I think someone is trying to kill my mother!”

“Then you should go to the police,” I answered at once. “Honey, I’m not a bodyguard,” I added softly.

“But you don’t understand,” she said as tears began to stream down her cheeks. “I don’t have any proof.”

Priscilla handed her a tissue while I asked, “Has someone threatened your mother?”

“No, not exactly.”

“Does she have any enemies?”

“She’s not exactly popular, but I don’t know of anyone who stands out.”

“Then why do you think someone is trying to kill her?” I asked.

The woman stopped crying then and looked at me steadily with those piercing eyes.

“Because I’ve seen it in my dreams. There’s a presence, something dark,” she whispered, leaning in close to the counter.

My grandmother was a dreamer, so I understood. Me, I’m a feeler. I can feel when something is wrong, but I don’t always know exactly what it is.

“Have you seen a face, or any particular location?” I asked.

She looked so relieved.

“You believe me.” She sighed.

“Of course we believe you,” Priscilla said.

“I knew that witches would understand,” she said, then added quickly, “No offense, of course. It’s just that I don’t normally come to places like this. But I couldn’t tell my mother, she’d never understand.”

I took in her designer handbag and shoes and suddenly understood that she didn’t mean “places like this” exclusively in relation to witches. This woman was not used to buying handmade items from local stores.

“You mean this was your first time seeing something like this?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Well, the first time since I was little.”

“How old are you Miss ...?”

“Jenny,” she supplied, and extended one hand while she wiped her eyes with the other. “And I’m eighteen. I just graduated last month.”

Okay, so I was close. The makeup made me overestimate her age slightly, but I knew she was young.

“What exactly do you see?” I asked, getting back to the subject.

“I see my mother,” she began. “She’s in a dark place, but I don’t know where. I just know that someone forced her there and they’re going to hurt her.” She was beginning to sound panicked again.

“I’ll be honest with you, Jenny. I’m not sure what to do. Since you don’t know a name, or even have a picture in your mind of whoever is trying to hurt her, most of the spells I can think of probably won’t work.” I paused for a minute while Priscilla stepped around the counter and patted Jenny on the back.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. I stepped around the counter and headed toward the back shelf. “Here.”

“A house protection spell?” Priscilla asked.

“It’s the best I can do,” I told her. “You do still live in the same house right?” I asked Jenny.

“Yes, we do.”

“This comes complete with instructions,” I told her as I handed Jenny the small basket of ingredients. “You do this tonight,” I added.

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “But what about when she leaves the house?”

“Have her wear this,” I said as I reached for an amulet on the shelf. “This was ritually charged during the last full moon. If she wears this, it will protect her.”

“But ... she doesn’t believe,” Jenny said as she took the crescent moon shaped charm.

“Then just tell her it’s a gift,” Priscilla suggested. “Don’t tell her what it’s for.”

“She doesn’t have to believe for it to work,” I explained.

After Jenny left the shop, Priscilla turned to me and asked, “Do you think she’ll be okay?”

“The girl or her mother?”

“Both.”

“I sure hope so.”

I went to the back and sat down in front of the computer again. We needed some more unicorn root, pentagram necklaces, and sage, as well as several other ingredients which were mostly used in spells to keep your lover faithful. You’d be surprised at how much of that kind of stuff we sell. I would have thought that more love and faithful spells would sell around Valentine’s Day. Nope. It sold more now, close to the holidays. I guess the closer it got to Thanksgiving and Christmas, people wanted to be sure they had someone to come home to. And it wasn’t just women, though most of our customers were female.

Every now and then you’d get a man who wanted to buy a love spell. We had several practitioners in the surrounding area who were male and came in every couple of weeks to buy supplies. But other than that, you didn’t see many men around here unless they wanted to buy some more dandruff shampoo, or a cure for warts. Priscilla was working on a potion to remove unwanted hair. But so far, it had made our neighbor, who volunteered, go bald. Fortunately, Zanna was able to help him grow his hair back fairly quickly.

Chapter Three

We got a call from Zanna a few minutes later asking if we could close up. She said she would have dinner waiting for us once we got home. After she’d personally delivered the coffin dust to Mrs. Pringle, she said she was exhausted.

“Sure,” I answered. “I’ve almost got all the supplies ordered. They should be here by Monday.”

“Good, cause we’re running out fast. I can’t believe how much dragon blood has gone up. You’d think it was gasoline the way they keep jacking up the price,” she complained.

“Do you want to go collect it yourself?”

“Hells no.” She laughed.

“Then, I’d say it’s worth the price,” I teased.

By the time I hung up with Zanna, we had another customer. Bless her heart, she had to be the plainest girl I’d ever seen. She had soft brown hair that was cut in a very blunt style just above her shoulders. She also wasn’t wearing any makeup, though she looked to be at least sixteen. She was slender and tall. If she stood up straight, she might have had the figure of a model. But this girl slumped forward making her tall thin frame look awkward rather than graceful.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“I need to be beautiful,” she said softly.

I wasn’t sure how to respond.

“You mean you want a glamour?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, then quickly looked away. “It’s just for Friday night. We’re having a dance at school and ...” Her words trailed off.

“It’s not permanent,” I told her.

“I want them to see my inner beauty,” she said. “You know, the real me, not just some dork who sits next to them in class. I don’t want to lie to anybody, I just don’t want them to all be hung up on my flaws ... at least for one night.”

“Is there someone in particular you’re concerned with?” I asked.

“Well, maybe this one guy,” she said. “But mostly, I want everybody to see that there’s something more to me.”

Over the next few minutes she introduced herself as Gertrude and I explained to her how the glamour worked. After that, I sold ten charm bags and two Marriage To Hell kits. We sell a lot of what some practitioners would call “dark magic.” However in order to avoid bad karma, they are all packaged with a warning. It tells whoever might use the spell all about the law of three and states that we will be held harmless, that we have merely provided the tools, but their wicked intention is what will work the spell. It was Zanna’s idea, and so far it had worked.

When it was finally time to close up shop at four o’clock, Priscilla walked over and handed me a bundle of braided sage. She was holding an identical bundle which we lit and walked with through the store, allowing the smoke to waft into every corner of the building. We did this every day at closing time to cleanse the shop of any negative energy or bad spirits that people might have brought in with them.

Once we were done I noticed how tired Priscilla looked. Even though she was older than me, she’d never really looked it. Most people thought we were non identical twins. She is taller than me, around five-foot-seven, and bigger, though she’s nowhere near overweight. I’m just too thin, or so she tells me. Her long blond hair that had started out looking glossy was now stringy and held back with a rubber band. I wondered how bad I looked.

“You look tired,” I said softly while I checked the locks again.

“You too,” she said with a yawn. “Did you get everything ordered?”

“Mostly. I just need to gather some herbs from the greenhouse when we get home.”

On our way home Priscilla chattered on about what Zanna was probably cooking for supper, but I couldn’t get Jenny and her mother off my mind. Her fear had been so real. Whatever it was that girl saw, it had her convinced that her mother was in danger. There was something else I also wondered about.

“What do you suppose she meant when she said her mother wasn’t very popular?” I asked, interrupting Priscilla’s fantasy about fried chicken.

“I dunno,” she said, shrugging. “Maybe she’s just a cunt.”

I laughed and accidentally ground the gears on our old pickup truck. It wasn’t much to look at, but it got good gas mileage and was our vehicle of preference for work.

“If you can’t find ‘em grind ‘em,” my sister teased.

“Shut up,” I said with a laugh. “In all seriousness, that didn’t bother you?”

“Course it bothered me,” she said. “But we did all we could do. We can’t go home and stand watch over her bed or anything.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “That would be a bit extreme. I just felt so bad for her.” The silence seemed to stretch between us until I asked, “If you could have prevented mom and dad’s death, you would have, wouldn’t you? I mean, if you saw it coming like she did.”

“Sure,” Priscilla said. She scooted over and put her arm around my shoulders. “We both would have. But we were kids, Sandy. There was nothing we could have done. You can’t compare this girl to yourself. First of all, this girl is grown. If something does, God forbid, happen to her mother, then she’ll be all right. It’s not the same situation at all.”

She was right, really. But it still bothered me.

Priscilla got out to open the garage, while I drove the old blue truck inside. The temperature had already started to drop, and I wrapped my arms tightly around my body as I walked around the side of the house. It had been the most beautiful day. The air was cool and crisp, the sky was a pale blue, and the leaves were all turned for the season. Cool air feels somehow cleaner to me. I breathed deeply as we walked underneath the kitchen window.

“Chicken,” Priscilla said with a smile.

When we stepped onto the porch she stopped me and pulled down the neck of my sweater.

“Wow.”

“Oh, no. Does that mean it turned some freaky color?” I asked.

“No, it looks great. Really. You’ll be healed in time for the wedding for sure.”

I’d forgotten about that. I was to be Karen’s maid of honor, and my pale yellow dress did not have anything to cover my throat.

“Thank goodness.” I sighed.

“How about thanking me?” she teased.

Once we stepped inside, the scent of roasted chicken and fresh vegetables wafted toward us, and Jenny and her mother were forgotten. Coffee for breakfast and no lunch had left me absolutely famished. We helped Zanna finish up and had just sat down to eat when she asked me, “So, how was the bachelorette party?”

I stumbled and dropped my fork as I answered, “Oh, it was all right.”

Zanna eyed me suspiciously before asking, “And how was the wildlife?” I knew without being told that she meant the hot dancers who were mostly shape shifters.

“There was a hot weretiger named Alex,” I supplied while I got myself another fork.

“Weretiger, huh? I haven’t seen one of those before. He seem any different than a werewolf?” She asked this casually as she pulled back her long dark hair. Only the streak of gray near her left temple really gave away my grandmother’s age.

“No,” I answered. “Same aura, same electric sort of energy about him.”

“Interesting,” she said as she cut a large piece of chicken and put it on my plate.

Zanna had always been cautious about Lucy’s. It was the only vampire run business close to us, but it had been there a long time. I wasn’t even sure how long, but it seemed to have always been around. I wasn’t sure which of the vamps actually owned it. Most of the vampires in the area worked night jobs in one club or another. Very few businesses would hire them, even if they are a tourist attraction. Sure, there are laws against discrimination, but people are still prejudice.

Werewolves didn’t fare much better. Most places required a blood test to even bag groceries nowadays. They’d hire someone with drugs in their system over someone with lycanthropy. Personally, I didn’t think that was fair, but nobody asked me. I was all for the equal rights movement for monsters that started up a few years ago. But when it came right down to it, a mob could go out and stake a vampire or lynch a werewolf, and nobody really cared.

Of course, a lot of people still felt the same way about witches. However, our status dramatically improved when compared with vamps or shifters. My grandmother’s attitude toward vampires had always surprised me. She never outright claimed to hate them, she just didn’t trust them. She’d never expressed an opinion one way or another about shifters.

Soon the conversation turned to our increasing market for love spells and I could finally relax and eat.

“I try to tell people that love is often like magic. It takes the path of least resistance,” Zanna said as she poured herself a glass of white wine.

I preferred red, so I shook my head when she offered me a glass.

“You mean that’s why a man will screw anything that walks and still claim to love someone else?” Priscilla asked cynically.

“Because it was easy? Yes. Men in particular are susceptible to choosing the path of least resistance. Not all, mind you. But most simply lack the discipline required to turn down a piece of ass.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Zanna had never even tried to sugar coat her language around us as children. After all these years, I still thought it was funny sometimes.

We had just put away the dishes when someone started knocking frantically at the back door. It was never good news when anyone came to our back door. That meant they didn’t want to be seen here. After all, this was a house full of witches. We walked together and looked down the hall. Ms. Adams could be seen clearly plastered against the glass of the small window on the back door.

“She looks desperate,” Priscilla said at the same time I said, “I don’t want to deal with this tonight.”

“She’s got money in her hand,” Zanna said. “Let her in.”

By the time Priscilla reached the door, Ms. Adams was clawing at the glass.

“You’ve got to help me,” she said, stumbling through as Priscilla opened the door.

“What’s happened?” Zanna asked, moving forward to put her arm around the smaller woman.

“He’s left me and gone to her,” she wailed.

“Now, Mandy,” Zanna said soothingly to Ms. Adams. “You calm down and tell me exactly what happened. I can’t help if I don’t know the whole story.”

They led her into the kitchen and I followed. She sat down at the table, shaking like a leaf and running her fingers nervously through her short red hair.

“I did what you said with the caraway seeds,” she began. “I sprinkled them where I knew he would walk and I s-s-said the words,” she stammered. Then Mandy Adams started to cry as she said, “But I put them at the front door, and he went out the back. He walked right past them and he went to her!”

“What do you want me to do?” Zanna asked soberly.

“I want him to leave her. I want her to disappear from his life and I don’t care how.”

“But—”

Ms. Adams slapped down what looked like five hundred dollars onto the table.

“I don’t care how,” she said. “I’ll take the karma for this. I want that bitch gone and I want her gone now! Here—” She pulled pictures of herself, the secretary, and her husband out of the inside of her coat. “Use these if you need to. I heard that sometimes a picture helps. I’ve even got a piece of her hair,” she added, wiping more tears.

She pulled a small plastic bag out of her pocket and said, “I found it on his coat.”

“I understand you’re hurting,” Zanna said softly. “But I’m not going to curse her. I won’t do that.”

“Then make her go away. Make her leave him alone. I want him to only think of me, to forget her entirely. I want him to love me so much that there’s no room for anyone else.”

With her last words Ms. Adams crumpled forward and started to cry harder.

“That, I can do,” Zanna whispered. She reached out and took the money, slipping it into her apron pocket as she told Priscilla, “Go get the dragon’s blood.”

“So, you’ll help?” Mandy asked. “What are you going to do?”

“First we’ll do a spell to break them up. Then, we’ll work a spell to strengthen your relationship, to rekindle your fire,” she explained.

“Sandy, I know you’re tired, but we’ll need you for the second,” she said to me.

I let all of my weariness show in my face and Ms. Adams blurted out, “I’ll pay another five hundred if you’ll stay. Please.” She reached out and took my hand. “He’s all I’ve ever wanted. I’ve loved him since we were children, like you and John. Surely you can understand that,” she pleaded.

About this time, Priscilla returned with parchment paper, dragon’s blood, and black candles.

“I understand,” I replied. Then I turned to my grandmother and said, “I’ll rest for a minute while you do the first. Call me when you’re ready.”

“Oh, thank you! Thank you!” Mandy said.

“Thank me when he comes back,” I said, and left the room.

I took a small basket with me to collect my ingredients while they moved Ms. Adams into the sitting room and cleared the floor to cast a circle. There was a small sunroom which connected to our greenhouse. This was where we left all of our herbs to dry. Many were stored in jars and labeled, while others were still hanging from the ceiling.

I started filling the basket with bittersweet, cinnamon, and columbine. Next, I took out some small bottles of magnolia and jasmine oil, as well as patchouli incense. Then I took the basket through the greenhouse with me into my part of the house and gathered up the candles, along with some of my love potion. I kept one of my closets full of ritual candles. I took out a bundle of red and pink taper candles and placed them into the basket.

Dealing with Mandy’s bad marriage wasn’t high on my priority list, but she trusted me enough to want my help, so I would give her my full concentration. I put down the basket and stripped as I walked into the bathroom. The guesthouse was built several years after the main structure and had the only garden tub on the property. After running some hot water in the tub, I filled it with Priscilla’s ritual bath wash and pinned up my hair. I needed to cleanse myself of anything that might interfere with my spell work tonight.

I wanted to relax, but there was something in her eyes I couldn’t refuse.

Chapter Four

Desperation. That’s what I’d seen on Mandy’s face. I knew what it felt like to be desperate to reclaim the one you loved. The difference here was, Mr. Adams was still alive.

After bathing thoroughly, I dried off and put on the sheer white robe I normally wore for such rituals. Most of the time, I preferred to work my spells skyclad, but I didn’t know how Mandy might take that. Then again, the robe hung almost completely open in front. I might as well have been naked.

On my way back through the greenhouse, I paused to collect some red and pink rose petals. Just as I walked through the door, I found Priscilla with her hand reaching for the doorknob.

“We’re ready for you,” she said.

As much as my sister and I might like to joke with one another, we were always very serious when it came to magic. She led me solemnly into the sitting room, where Zanna had already closed her circle. She was wearing a long black robe, and Priscilla’s was white.

I motioned for Mandy to sit in the center of the floor as I gathered up my supplies, placed the candles around us, and began to cast my circle. I lit some more patchouli incense and as I moved around the circle, I anointed each candle with jasmine oil, to aid in healing her broken heart, as well as magnolia oil, to elicit fidelity.

Next, I scattered the rose petals inside the circle, before I moved a small fire proof plate and parchment in front of me and knelt facing Mandy. I wrote both her and her husband’s names on the paper and used it to start a small fire.

“Every time I add an ingredient, you take a sip of this,” I instructed, handing her the love potion.

She nodded her agreement, and with the circle complete, I began the spell.

I straightened my back, and let the robe fall to the floor. To my surprise, Ms. Adams didn’t so much as flinch.

“Ancestors past, strengthen their love and make it last,” I said. With these words, I added the columbine to the fire to return their lost love, and Mandy took a sip of the potion. “See that her love is still true; light their flame to burn anew.” With this I added the cinnamon to elicit feelings of passionate love and lust. Mandy continued to sip the potion and I noticed a fine line of sweat beading on her forehead.

“Holding to each other they shall be, to walk together through all eternity. Let their love for each other continue to grow, greater than any could ever know. No temptation or evil shall cross their hearts; for both are not whole they are merely parts. I ask that you give them this every day, let their love be strengthened in every way.”

With my final words, I added the bittersweet to heal her broken heart and to help release them both from painful memories.

“Finish it,” I ordered Mandy, and she turned the potion up.

I threw back my head as a rush of power left me and the flames of every candle leapt toward the ceiling. Mandy gasped as my power flowed over her and I nearly collapsed. By the time I closed the circle, I was completely exhausted. I slipped back on the sheer robe and walked into the kitchen to pour myself a glass of wine while Priscilla cleaned up.

“That was incredible,” Mandy whispered.

“Yes, very impressive,” Zanna commented, raising an eyebrow at me.

She showed Ms. Adams to the door while Priscilla walked back in with one of my favorite wraps and threw it around my shoulders.

“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “I was freezing.”

“You can barely see them,” Priscilla said, lifting my hair to examine the bite marks on my throat.

“Oh, shit,” I whispered and pulled the wrap up around my neck. I’d forgotten about the bite again.

“That was most impressive,” Zanna repeated as she came back into the kitchen and went to pour herself a glass of wine. “Ah, screw this. You girls want something stronger?”

“Sure,” Priscilla said.

“Whether you’ve noticed it or not, your powers are growing,” Zanna said, taking out a bottle of tequila and a bag of limes.

“What are you making?” I asked.

“Margaritas,” she said, smiling.

“It’s late,” I said.

“All the more reason to have a drink after having to deal with crap like this in the middle of the night,” Priscilla said.

“Cheers to that,” Zanna added and tossed my sister the limes. “Start slicing.”

“Thanks,” I said wearily, “but I’ll just take the wine and go to bed.”

“Suit yourself, dear,” Zanna said.

I left my sister and grandmother with the tequila and took the bottle of wine and a glass back to my room. The guesthouse was in fact, a complete house, but I still called it my “room.” After finishing one glass of the sweet red wine, I decided to take a shower. Even though I had bathed earlier, I always felt like washing again after performing magic.

I raised the bedroom window and took a deep breath of the fresh night air. Boy did I ever want to sleep. I could barely keep my eyes open while I washed my long hair. I knew that if I went to bed with it wet, it would be full of waves by morning, but I didn’t care. Just as soon as I dried off, I crawled into bed, wet hair and all.

I had barely closed my eyes when a soft, velvety voice whispered, “You should eat something.”

I sat up quickly with the sheet clutched to my chest. There in the far corner of my room sat the vampire I’d met last night. Worse still, he looked very comfortable in my oversized chair, as if he’d been sitting there for a while and taking in the sights. Like when I’d walked in a few minutes ago. Butt-naked.

There was a time, not so long ago, when I simply didn’t understand what made the undead so attractive. But as I looked at Navarre casually draped across my furniture, I was beginning to understand. He was wearing black pants, and from the way the moonlight reflected off the fabric, I guessed them to be silk. The shirt he wore was either really blue or black, I couldn’t tell for certain in the faint light. The shirt fell open to reveal a good portion of his chest, as well as what appeared to be a scar on the left side, right over his heart. My breathing grew faster, and I recognized the smell of his cologne. The muscles low in my stomach clenched in response as if he were wearing pheromone dust.

He smiled at me as though he could sense my arousal. Of course, it wasn’t a very friendly smile. It was the barest curling of his sensuous lips. It was a very knowing, very masculine smile, and one I wasn’t prepared to witness.

Finally I forced myself to ask, “What are you doing here?”

“Checking on you,” he answered softly. “After that run-in you had with the werewolf last night, I wanted to be sure you were safe.”

“Why?”

“Can’t a vampire do anything nice without having it questioned?” When he asked this he smiled, but once again it wasn’t quite friendly.

“Don’t take it personally,” I said, sitting up straighter so that I could get a better look at him. “It has nothing to do with being a vampire. It’s about a strange man letting himself into my house.” He laughed and I tried not to shiver but failed miserably. “How did you get in?”

Navarre leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. As he did this, tendrils of his long auburn hair fell over his shoulders. The soft sound of those strands of hair sliding over his shirt seemed to be magnified, and so did the fluttering of my heart.

“Through the window,” he answered at last.

Then another, more chilling thought crossed my mind. “How did I get home last night?” I asked. My voice sounded frightened and breathy, and I hated myself for it. But, there was a vampire sitting in my bedroom. Every now and then I suppose I should cut myself some slack.

His smile held many wicked promises as he said, “I brought you home. Why, don’t you remember?”

“No, I thought I must have called a cab,” I said breathlessly.

Then all of the sudden I couldn’t breathe. I had let a strange man bring me home. No, I corrected myself. Not just a strange man, a strange vampire! Priscilla was right, I had taken too many chances last night.

“It’s all right,” Navarre said softly as he sat down beside me.

I jumped all over, because I never saw him move. He was just suddenly beside me, with his hand resting on my bare shoulder. His fingers were cool to the touch, and yet they burned me.

“No, it’s not all right,” I said between gasps.

“Sshh,” he soothed. “Slow down or you’ll hyperventilate. Everything is all right,” he repeated. “I’m not going to hurt you.” With these words he began to rub my back. I believed him. I can’t explain it exactly, but there was something in his touch. Whatever he was here for, it wasn’t to cause me harm.

“You don’t understand,” I said once I had regained some control. “I let a stranger bring me home and I don’t even remember it. Surely you can understand how much that frightens me.”

“Yes,” he said, still rubbing my back.

Then another unsettling thought came to me. “I thought you had to be invited before you could come in.”

His emerald eyes were kind as he told me, “You invited me in last night. Of course, I will not hold you to something you said in such a state if you do not wish it so. You were very drunk.”

“Oh, no,” I groaned. “What else don’t I remember?”

But Navarre only laughed in response. Once again, the sound made me shiver. Navarre had the sort of laugh that said so many things without saying anything at all. His eyes had the same effect.

“You really should eat something,” he said.

He reached out to brush the hair back from my face and I trembled. I couldn’t help myself. He paused as his hand brushed across my cheek. His eyes were focused on my lips as if they were the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen. As if by command, I felt my lips part as Navarre ran his thumb across my bottom lip.

Finally, I pulled my mind back to what he’d just said and asked, “Why? I’ve already had dinner.”

He withdrew from me and I felt cold in a way that had nothing to do with the open window, or the breeze which made goosebumps across my flesh.

“I knew a wizard once,” he said, “a long time ago. Even if he’d already eaten, spell casting took a lot out of him. He usually needed a snack afterward.”

“How did you know I had been working spells? I never told you what I am.”

“Maybe not,” he answered. “But you told me your name, and I did some checking around.”

“You spied on me.”

“I asked people who you were,” he corrected. “And when I got here tonight, the air practically crackled with magic. Knowing that you are a witch, I guess I assumed you were the one responsible.”

I considered his words for a moment before saying, “There are some strawberries in the fridge.”

I clutched the sheet tighter, pulling it right up underneath my chin to make my point. If he thought I was going to get them he was out of his immortal mind. After a minute, Navarre rose from the bed and started to walk down the hall. His laughter floated back into the room, and this time I knew he was laughing at me. Let him. He’d already seen the show once tonight. I wasn’t planning on any re-runs.

I thought about getting up and putting on a robe, but I’d seen how fast he could move. I didn’t dare take a chance. Instead I tucked the covers down around my thighs and pulled the comforter up as high as the sheet. My comforter was dark green with golden leaves stitched in an intricate pattern across its surface. The sheet was a much paler shade of green, but they both reminded me of his eyes. As I smoothed my hand across the fabric I couldn’t help but think how wonderful his auburn hair would look spilled across the matching pillowcase.

Then I had a sudden vision of him lying naked beside me with the sheet just barely covering him. His long hair slid across the pillowcase as he turned toward me, making the same sound it had earlier when sliding across his shirt.

“Shit,” I whispered, shaking my head.

Was that a fantasy ... or a memory?

“Here you are,” Navarre said.

Once again, I hadn’t heard him move, but he was standing at my bedroom door with a bowl of fresh strawberries and a glass of water. He sat them on the table beside my bed before asking, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I lied.

I was still shaking a little, but this time it was from the cold. Navarre noticed this, and went to build a fire while I ate. Apparently, he wasn’t going to leave until he knew I had eaten something. Even with him in the room, the thing I longed for most was sleep.

“This is beautiful,” he commented, running his hand over the old stone fireplace in my bedroom.

“Thank you. There’s another one in the living room.” I paused. “But, you’ve probably seen that already.”

I swallowed hard, trying not to imagine what else he had already seen.

“My great grandmother had them flown in from Scotland years ago. They’re from an old castle,” I explained. Navarre seemed fascinated by this and paused while I finished the story. “The castle they were once a part of was in ruins, and she loved their Celtic designs.”

“Your great grandmother must have been very wealthy,” he said, turning back to the fire.

“Not really. She had an ongoing affair with a rich Scottish baron,” I explained.

“Candid, aren’t you?” he said with a laugh.

“Hey, there’s no reason to lie about it. Grandma, Selena was a total slut. Everybody knows it.”

“Well, they do now,” he said playfully. “There’s no shame in simply being what you are.”

“Maybe not,” I said.

Chapter Five

While Navarre finished building the fire I had the privilege of watching him. To say that he was the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen would have been an understatement. Words could not accurately describe what he made me feel. His skin was flawless, except for the scar on his chest. And yet he wasn’t perfect in an untouchable sort of way. Some people who look flawless also look untouchable and cold. Neither of those words could ever be used to describe this vampire unless you were talking about his temperature.

“How long have you been a vampire?” I asked suddenly.

He turned to me then, and the firelight dancing in his eyes seemed to reflect something from within. I was afraid that if I got too close to Navarre, I might get burned. But just like a moth, I was drawn to him. I wanted him to be close to me, and then suddenly, he was.

I blinked and Navarre was sitting beside me on the bed again. Then I realized what had happened. He had captured me with his eyes. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts before it could happen again. He looked a little disappointed, but he still hadn’t answered my question.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “If the question was too personal—”

“A very long time,” he interrupted. “It has been a very long time,” he whispered as he leaned in close to me. With these words, I knew he wasn’t just referring to his long life and I felt myself blush.

Navarre leaned in close enough that I thought he would kiss me and my heart leapt into my throat. Had I kissed these lips before and managed to forget?

“Do not worry,” he whispered against my lips. “When I brought you here last night, I tucked you in,” he said softly as he brushed the tip of his nose against mine, “and left you safe, sound ... and unsullied.”

With his last word, Navarre rose from the bed and walked toward the window.

“Goodnight,” he said, and this time his smile was friendly.

He ducked down in order to step through the window, and in a moment he was gone. I lay there for a minute and wondered if I was relieved or not that I was “unsullied.” The fact that I couldn’t decide said a lot. I scooted off the bed with the sheet still wrapped around me and closed the window, along with the blinds. Then I put on a nightshirt and tried to sleep.

*****
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MORNING CAME AND TO my surprise, I had actually rested after Navarre left. I also remembered while I brushed my teeth that I had noticed a slight accent when he spoke last night. It wasn’t very strong, and I only picked it up when he said certain words.

While I combed my hair, I wondered where he was from, and what he had been before I knew him. I also realized that I regretted not knowing him better. Part of me felt a little embarrassed. But then I reminded myself that John had been dead for nine years. There was nothing wrong with me being attracted to someone else. Sure, I’d dated since his death, but nothing serious. I wasn’t a saint, but I hadn’t been spreading myself around like butter either.

There were simply very few men I found interesting enough to go out with, let alone sleep with. The closest I had come to a serious relationship was when I dated one of my old high school friends a couple of years ago. Chad was a sweetheart, but I couldn’t be with him without seeing John when I closed my eyes.

I didn’t want to replace John, and I didn’t want to be alone. One thing I knew for sure, I needed someone who didn’t go away just because I closed my eyes. I pulled on a pair of blue pajama pants underneath my long white nightshirt while I looked for my slippers. It was too cool in the mornings now to walk through the house without slippers. Well, it was for me at least. Priscilla said I was the most cold natured person she knew.

I opened the door to the kitchen as quietly as possible before I heard Zanna snoring all the way from the living room.

“Never mind.” I sighed and closed the door hard enough to make Priscilla jump. She had been asleep with her forehead resting on the kitchen table.

“I hope you haven’t been drooling there, because I’m about to cook breakfast,” I told her.

“Oh, my head,” she moaned.

“Did you guys enjoy your bottle of tequila last night?” I asked while I tossed the empty bottle into the wastebasket.

Priscilla only groaned in response. I set a bottle of aspirin in front of her along with a glass of ice water. She smiled at me weakly.

“That was stupid,” she said, and I knew her soft tone was because her head hurt so badly. She was almost whispering.

I started gathering up ingredients to make breakfast, but tried not to bang any pots and pans together in the process. Scrambled eggs were always what my sister wanted to eat after she’d drank too much the night before. Zanna on the other hand, would come in about an hour later, drink stale coffee, smoke a cigar, and be fine. Our grandmother was only sixty-five, but she didn’t look a day past forty-five, and most days she had more energy than I did.

I had just cracked the first egg over a bowl when Priscilla said, “Who were you talking to last night?”

I nearly dropped the shell onto the floor.

“I wasn’t talking to anybody. I took a shower and went to bed.” It wasn’t easy to lie to my sister, so I kept my back turned. As long as she couldn’t see my face, she couldn’t read me like a book. “Besides, I thought you two were in here drinking.”

“We were. But Zanna made this really great batch of margaritas and I went to ask if you wanted to reconsider joining us.”

“That was sweet of you,” I said and forced myself to smile. There was no way she could know Navarre was in my room if I didn’t tell her. I busied myself with fluffing the eggs before I poured them into the pan.

Their loud sizzle almost kept me from hearing her next comment. Almost.

“I could have sworn I heard a man’s voice.”

I thought maybe she was setting me up. Maybe Pris knew someone was in my room, and she just wanted me to fess up. But when I looked at her I changed my mind. She looked like she was daydreaming, staring off into space as she sighed and said, “He sure had a great voice, whoever he was.”

I laughed. “Pris, I told you. There was no man. You must have imagined it. How much did you drink before you came to get me?”

She seemed to think it over. “Well, we were on our second pitcher.” She shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m just horny.” She laughed and then grabbed her head in pain. “Why don’t you take me to meet your vampire?”

Boy was that ever the wrong suggestion. The look I gave her must have said it all.

“I didn’t mean so that I could hook up with him,” she amended quickly. “I just meant that since we’ve identified my problem, and we know where to find a solution, might as well.”

I continued to eye her suspiciously while stirring the eggs.

“You’re jealous,” she teased.

“I am not. I just don’t see why it’s all right for you to be attracted to a vampire and not me. I’m just—”

“Jealous,” she interrupted. “Don’t worry, Sandy. I’m not after your vampire.”

“He’s not my vampire.” But even as I spoke the words, I turned back to the eggs with a smile. I couldn’t let her see the way those words thrilled me, especially since I couldn’t explain my reaction. Why did the thought of Navarre being mine excite me so much? Was it his ravishing good looks, or was it more the thought of being ravished by him and not his charm? I hadn’t been this excited at the thought of calling someone mine since ... since John and I were married.

“Are you all right?” my sister asked. She was standing beside me now, and put her arm around my waist. Since she’s taller than me, she rested her head against mine rather than on my shoulder.

“I’m fine.”

“You’ll never stop thinking about him,” she said. “But one day, it’ll make you smile instead of cry.”

I offered her a sad attempt at a smile and said, “You’re eggs are ready.”

“Come on,” she said. “You need to get out some more. Karen’s bachelorette party didn’t really count. That was just a bunch of women on a mission to get drunk and get laid. Well, except Karen. She just wanted to get drunk.”

“And this isn’t?” I snickered.

“No, this isn’t.”

“Then what is it?”

“We’re just looking for a good time.”

“I’m still surprised you didn’t come,” I said. “You never did say why you didn’t want to go with me.”

“And get eaten by a werewolf in an alley?” she taunted.

“Hey, whoever said that Little Red didn’t want the wolf to eat her?”

Pris laughed and nearly choked on the glass of orange juice she’d just poured.

“Oh, yeah. You sounded like you were really enjoying that little encounter before the vamp came along.”

“So why didn’t you want to come?” I pressed while I poured myself some juice and started the coffee.

“You remember Mary, right?”

“Sure. Short little blond. Wasn’t she in your class in school?”

Priscilla nodded. “And do you remember my boyfriend Ron?”

“Yeah. I thought you guys were pretty serious and then out of nowhere you dumped him. I never understood that.”

“I didn’t dump him,” she said abruptly.

I froze with my hand on the egg carton. “What happened?”

“He went to a party and had sex with Mary Jenkins. He fucked that dirty little slut at one of Karen’s parties!” She paused to grab her head again and to my surprise I realized she was crying. “So obviously, going to another of her little get-togethers wasn’t exactly appealing to me.”

“Honey, I’m sorry,” I said, taking a seat beside her. “I never knew. Why didn’t you tell me?”

She just shrugged and wiped her eyes on her shirtsleeve.

“Because he was the only man I have ever been able to see myself having a future with, and just like that it was all gone. It’s so fucking pathetic.” She sniffed. “I’m thirty-three years old and I don’t even have any decent prospects.”

“That is not pathetic. My sister happens to be a beautiful, vibrant young woman and I won’t let you talk trash about her.”

“Shut up,” she said, but now she was smiling. “So, what do you say?”

“About what?”

“Take me to Lucy’s tonight.”

“You two going back to that club?” Zanna asked as she walked into the room. She moved slowly, like the room might get away from her if she walked too fast.

“We were thinking about it,” I said. “Can I get you anything?” I made the offer even though I knew what she would say.

“No thanks, dear. Coffee is fine. I think I’ll go out on the porch and have a smoke.”

At some point she must have showered and changed the night before, because she was wearing a pair of cream colored pajamas and smelled of fresh lavender when she passed me. I watched my grandmother remove her long wrap from the bench beside the front door and waited until she stepped outside before I spoke again. I watched as she lit the small thin cigar and brushed back her long dark hair. Mine looked exactly like it, only without the gray streak.

“Don’t talk about it too much around her,” I cautioned. “I don’t think she likes the idea at all.”

“No, if she really didn’t like it, we’d know it by now. I think she’s just not happy about
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