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CHAPTER ONE
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“What do you mean I’ve got to give up spellcasting?” Maxi Waller faced her coven sisters, Tabby Nichols and Donya Alvarez.

Tabby moved closer, slipping her arm around Maxi’s waist. “Nobody wants to give up. But darlin’, your last love potion damn near had Mr. Smithson serenading St. Michael’s new minister’s wife. Not good if you ask me.”

“One bad love potion doesn’t make me a wash-up.”  Maxi sighed, hugged Tabby and glanced at Donya.

Donya stepped closer to her. “Maxi, face it. Sooner or later, we get to a point where twitching and witching aren’t our best skills.”  Donya pointed to her nose, trying to twitch it quickly. 

Maxi pressed her lips together, hoping to hide her grin. The only thing Donya moved back and forth quickly were her puckered lips as she stared almost cross-eyed at her nose. She finally used her finger to push her nose back and forth. 

Tabby snorted. “Donya, your twitching stopped right after you broke your nose playing basketball with Evan. How you kept up with him is beyond me.”

Donya smiled. “Evan is his father’s son through and through. Athletic, mortal and non-magical!”  

“Evan’s a damn fine doctor if you ask me. Not bad looking either.”  Maxi pointed at the cast covering her arm from elbow to wrist. “He took me to the emergency room and stayed with me until the orthopedist took over.”

“If you hadn’t been trying to show Mr. Yost’s grandson how to ride his skateboard, you wouldn’t have fallen off it as you hit that uneven patch of sidewalk on Main Street.”  Tabby reached for Maxi’s purse. “Where did you stash your keys?”

“Did I put them in here or in my pocket?”   Maxi shook her purse with her good arm. She listened for the sound of metal jingling. Nothing. Patting her pockets, she felt for the bulge, indicating which one held her keys.

“Dang, Did I leave them at the hospital?”  Maxi closed her eyes, trying to remember if she even locked her door before Evan had rushed her to the emergency room.

“Maxi, another reason you’ve got to stop living alone. At two hundred, we’re not as spry as we used to be, nor is our memory as good. Let me have your purse.”  Donya eased the heavy bag off Maxi’s arm. 

“Goddess above, what is in this?” Donya grasped the purse with two hands. “How you carry this is beyond me.”

Tabby guided Maxi up her front steps and onto the porch bench. “Come on, Donya. If she’s got what I think she’s got in there, you’re gonna have to empty part of it out to find much of anything useful.”

Tabby helped Maxi sit down. Turning to Donya, Tabby rolled her eyes. Tabby knew getting Maxi to slow down and give up her half-assed spells wouldn’t be easy.

As Donya sat the purse down on the bench, Maxi jolted upright. “I know who has my keys. Evan does. He grabbed them as he took my purse off the counter. I bet he’s still got them. I remember him locking up as I tried putting on my sweater.”

Donya glanced down into the purse’s interior. By the porch light, she could make out part of the contents. A wadded-up sweater, a small wand, two bottles of bespelled water and a large can of mace. She pushed the bag open further, peering inside. At the bottom, she saw two large bricks and Maxi’s wallet. What in Goddess’s name were the bricks for?  Shaking her head, Donya faced Maxi. “I’m not going to ask. Just suggest you not carry so much weight in here for a while. If you feel you need extra protection, get a guard dog. You’ve been without a familiar too long.”

Maxi leaned back against the bench’s back and sighed. “Right now, all I want is to feel my bed cradling me as I sleep. Evan is supposed to bring me some pain meds when he gets home. What time is it?”

Tabby glanced at her watch. “Almost seven. What time did he say he’d be home?”

Donya pulled a crumpled piece of paper with writing on it out of her pants pocket. She smoothed it out as best she could. Holding it up to the porch light, she squinted at the writing. 

Tabby pulled it from Donya’s hand. “You forget your glasses?  Again?”  

Donya sheepishly shrugged and nodded. “Guess each of us needs to keep an eye on the other.”

Tabby moved under the porch light and read. “I’ll be home around seven. Keep Maxi comfortable and upright. The pain pills I’m prescribing will help her sleep. In the morning, bring her to my office for a follow-up x-ray. The swelling will be down enough by then.”

The three witches turned as a red sports car pulled up in front of Maxi’s house. A tall, dark-haired male got out. His hair stood up in places. The rolled-up sleeves of his light-colored shirt stopped partway up his forearms. Dark pants completed his outfit. As he got closer, Donya smiled. Evan would make sure Maxi slept through the night. In the morning, she and Tabby would explain why they’d called Maxi’s granddaughter, Aprell Stallings.

Evan Gladstone trotted up the walkway. He could see his grandmother, Donya, hovering over her friend. Abada, as he called her, worried about her coven sisters.  Abada’s coven sisters were his Tias by choice. Extended family that accepted him and cared for him.

Evan knew Abada’s coven sisters were her sole link to her magical community. He called them her church group since his paternal grandparents and relatives didn’t understand magic. To them, it belonged in movies and television. Evan knew firsthand about magic. Abada had taught him small tricks and sleight-of-hand that most beginning magicians could do, not him. He loved that she never looked down on him or treated him differently due to his non-magical ability. 

Evan bound up the steps stopping beside his grandmother. He kissed her cheek. “Te quiero Abada. How’s my patient doing?”

Donya kissed his cheek and faced him. “Maxi is holding her own. I hope you brought the pain pills and her keys.”

Evan chuckled.  Tia Maxi, his elderly landlord, could forget the littlest things. Her stories of her younger days as a witch in her prime were full of details and nuances. He wished he didn’t have to call Aprell to help with moving her to the Witches Relief Society home. But today’s fall showed Maxi needed guidance and care that living alone wasn’t providing her. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out two sets of keys. Handing the large letter M keychain to his grandmother, he stuffed his car keys back in his pocket. “I called Maxi’s prescription into the local all-night pharmacy. They’ll deliver the medication in about an hour. Meanwhile, get her in bed with some fluids and a lite meal. Bring her to the office tomorrow morning for another x-ray. With the swelling down, the orthopedist and I can tell if more than a hairline fracture is involved.”

Donya nodded. She reached up and patted his cheek. “Te quiero tambien. Tabby and I will stay here tonight. Be good and bring over some of the clothes I left at your place the last time I visited. Tabby and I are about the same size. We’ll be fine for tomorrow.”

Tabby rose from where she sat on the bench next to Maxi. “Evan, can you do me a favor and call my niece to take care of Aloysius for a couple of days?”

Evan snorted. “That mangy old fleabag is still around?  I’m glad you’re asking her to take care of him. He tried to bite me last time I got near him.”

Tabby laughed. “Yes, he’s still with me. He’s fathered a few replacements since you last saw him. I suspect he’s a bit mellower now. He’s minus a few things if you know what I mean.”

Evan burst out laughing at Tabby’s conspirator wink. “I bet ole Al wasn’t too happy when that happened.”

“Vet said a cat his age had no business fucking as much as Al tried to do with picking fights with the younger tom cats in the neighborhood.”  

Evan bit his lip to keep from laughing out loud more. He could see the old, thin black tomcat egging the younger ones on. His notched ears weren’t due to surgery. One vet swore he’d never seen so many jagged tears and bites as Al had in his heyday. “Tabby, I’ll make sure Al is looked after and not by me.”

“Thank you. I appreciate you doing that.” Tabby assisted Maxi to her feet. “Donya and I will make sure Maxi gets to bed. You can call before you bring the things over. I’ll keep an ear out for the pharmacy delivery. ”

Evan moved closer to Maxi. Her semi-closed eyes indicated the last shot he’d given her at the emergency room was taking full effect. She’d doze until the other meds arrived. He doubted she’d need them but wanted to be sure she slept soundly. Sleep and food would do her good. She’d lost some weight since the last time he’d seen her a month ago. Maybe she needed care that living alone she wasn’t getting. He felt terrible for not looking after her better.

“Tia Maxi, I want you to get into bed. Listen to Abada and Tia Tabby. Nothing else. Eat lightly and go to sleep. Promise me you’ll behave.”  Evan leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I need my beauty sleep, too. Can’t be scaring my patients looking bleary-eyed and scowling.”

Tia Maxi’s weak smile told him she was falling asleep fast. Good, he knew that a bit of food would help the meds ward off more pain and get her into slumber without him having to worry. 

Evan hugged his grandmother and whispered to her. “Abada, some broth and toast will be good. I doubt she’ll get much down her. Half a cup of broth and a piece of toast will be fine. I’ll be back with the clothes in about twenty minutes.”

Evan caught his grandmother’s nod as he hurried back down the stairs and across the front lawn toward the four-unit apartment building Maxi owned next door. 

Donya smiled as Evan jogged over the lawn and jumped over the small retaining wall separating the two yards. “That boy has a heart of gold and love. I wish he’d find someone to settle down with.”

“How about Aprell?”  Tabby clapped her hand over her mouth as soon as she spoke. Now she’d done it. Spilled the surprise. Shit, now Maxi would be fussing and fuming. She hated calling her granddaughter. Maxi swore the only time she’d call Aprell was if she needed watching and chaperoning. Well, the poor dear needed help. And obviously, a bit of watching. As long as Maxi stayed away from Mr. Yost, the two needed no chaperones. Get the two in the same range and look out. Maybe Yost was an old mage in disguise. 

Inside his apartment, Evan searched through two closets before he found the suitcase and box he wanted. The box was marked in bold letters, Evan Stay Out. He suspected the box held the bras, panties and nightgowns Abada wanted. He knew she had several pairs of pants and tops in the suitcase. Evan smiled as he tucked the box under one arm. What if he cut the tape on the box enough to indicate he may have looked inside?  Ooh, what a fuss Abada would make. If Tia Maxi weren’t hurt, he’d do it. He was long overdue to pull a prank on Abada.

Don’t even think about it, Evan.

Evan turned around as he reached the door. “Abada?”  He gazed at the mirror over his fireplace. She’d sworn she’d dispelled the place after her last visit. 

No image greeted him. Whoosh—-Evan heaved a sigh of relief. Good, she didn’t know about the two nurses he’d brought home a couple nights ago.

I do now. His grandmother’s laughter echoed in his mind.

Blast it, Abada!  Stop reading my mind. You might not like what you find.

Stop fretting. I wanted to tell you the pharmacy delivered. Maxi ate and passed out. Hurry up as Tabby and I are ready to fall on our faces as you say.

Be right there.

Evan chuckled as he locked his door. Leave it to Abada to sneak up on him. He laughed as he trotted back across the lawn. Good thing he learned to shield or Abada would be red-faced at his memories of the two nurses.

“Maxi missed my reference to Aprell.”  Tabby glanced over her shoulder at Maxi’s partially closed bedroom door. 

“Oh, she heard you. I caught her wide-eyed stare before you turned back. She’ll blast us in the morning. Too late by then. I’m calling Aprell now.”  Donya picked up her cell phone and thumbed through her contacts until she located Aprell’s number. Glancing at the large wall clock near the front door, Donya calculated the time difference to Hawaii where Aprell lived. Two rings later, Aprell answered.

“Charms and Spells. How can I betwixt you?”  Aprell’s warm voice came through the phone speaker clearly. 

“Hi, Aprell. Tia Donya here.”  A hard knock sounded at the front door. “Excuse me one moment, Aprell.”  Donya clicked the mute button and motioned toward the door. “Tabby, can you get that?  I’m going into the kitchen to finish talking to Aprell. Thanks.”

Tabby rose as Donya pushed open the kitchen door. Great, she had to deal with Evan. Hmm, wonder if he had called her niece yet. She could make small conversation until Donya sent Evan on his way. Tabby stifled a yawn as she opened the door.

Evan’s huge grin told her he was up to something. “Want to pull a prank on Abada?”  His slight nod and glance around the room said he had it planned out. 

Tabby looked over her shoulder. The kitchen door swung back and forth as its movement slowed. “Evan, you are bad!”  Tabby shook her finger at him. “What you got in mind?”

Evan moved into the room, closing the door behind him. “Slit the tape on the box marked stay out and let Abada think I pawed through it. She’ll sputter and spit for a few moments. Then tell her I put you up to it. She’ll laugh and chastise me tomorrow.”

Tabby blinked her eyes and grinned. “Now you know I will get chastised too. How do you plan on making amends?”  She batted her eyes at Evan.

“Tia Tabby, you know I’ll make amends. But don’t ask how for now. I need sleep, too.”  Evan yawned and stretched. He placed the box on the coffee table along with the suitcase. “Tell Abada good night for me. I’m off to heat up some dinner and catch up on my email.”

Tabby called out as he got to the door. “Remember my niece and Al, okay?”

Evan waved as he opened the door. “That old tom will be fine. I’ll call right away. Don’t need him haunting my dreams.”
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Aprell Stallings opened the suitcase and small duffel bag sitting on her bed. Tia Donya didn’t call often. True to Aprell’s sinking feeling, something was wrong. 

When Tia Donya explained why they needed her help for an indefinite period and where Evan fit in, Aprell knew she couldn’t say no. Her family needed her. Well, her family and one pain-in-the-ass male, as she remembered him from his teens. How many years had it been since they’d last seen each other?  Possibly ten years. Praise the powers-that-be, the shop was doing well, and she could leave her business partner Nancy Bluestone in charge.

Aprell tossed clothes and shoes into the suitcase. In the duffel, she carefully packed her healing crystals with two books on natural medicine and crystal healing magic. Returning to her closet, she pulled out a tote bag. She placed the small duffel bag inside the tote, along with a few magazines and a book. With one last glance around the room, she took in each item. Her multicolored bedspread from Mexico stood out against her Hawaiian print sheets. She loved colors. Every time she worked with her crystals, she knew she’d made the right choice for her magic tools.

As an empath, she understood everything pulsed with energy and gave off vibrations that enhanced its aura. Each color had its own hot and cold temperature range. She could feel the differences in temperature as she touched or focused on each person or object. Often, the dullest color in the person’s aura was where they needed healing. Working with a local naturopath doctor had opened up avenues of clients she wouldn’t have known about. Many came into the shop for aura readings, tarot card readings, herbal teas, and aromatherapy items.

Aprell placed the tote and suitcase by the front door. Her plane ticket was waiting for her at the airport. The six-hour flight from Honolulu to Nashville would allow her to sleep and relax. Another two hours by car would bring her to Sylvan Valley. 

“Yes, Ms. Stallings, your ticket shows first class. In fact, your aunt paid for concierge service once you reached Nashville. Have a good trip. You board through gate 10B concourse C.”  The airline attendant stapled her baggage claim check to her ticket folder and slid it toward her. Aprell looked at the boarding pass sticking out of the top flap. Seat 2A stood out in bold, easy-to-read print. How much more coincidence did she need?  The numbers 10 and 2 and the flight number 88 might leave superstitious people with an eerie feeling. The numbers representing her birthday, October 2, 1988, brought her luck practically every time she encountered them. 

“Thank you,” Aprell murmured, picking up the ticket folder and her tote. By the time she got through security and snagged a snack, the walk to the gate would put her about twenty minutes out from boarding. 

As she joined the line at the security checkpoint, one thought ran through her mind. This trip wasn’t just a visit. This time, change was coming, and not just for her grandmother. Aprell chafed her arms as she exited the metal detector and slipped on her shoes. She softly said a quick prayer. “Keep me safe, Goddess. Gods, add your skill to the pilots that fly me home. Help Grandmother and me through this time of change. Praises be, and blessed am I. Thank you for all you do. Amen.”

Aprell settled into her seat and finished the cookie and herbal tea she snagged at the coffee shop as the flight attendants secured the plane door and began the safety announcements. She hoped the two valerian tablets she took would help lull her to sleep. 

Aprell yawned and raised her arms over her head. She’d taken the offered pillow and blanket an hour into her flight. Her weird, intermittent dreams made her grin. Nancy, her business partner, had a difficult client demanding fung-shui for every nook and cranny of their new vacation home. Somewhere mixed in with the maddening discussion they had in her last dream, Evan had shown up. Why had he decided to serenade her in some strange language as she tried to calm Nancy and her clients, she couldn’t figure out. She knew that taking antihistamines over the counter before flying along with eating sugary food wasn’t a good idea. She pushed the overhead call button. Water and tea would dilute the remaining sugar surging through her.

“Yes
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