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ERIC WAS DEAD. RAIN and wind had howled, causing Jacqueline’s skirt to stick to her thighs as if it were a second skin. The vivid night had haunted her. Instead of her surroundings, she had focused on the stilled body lying next to her. Eric’s last words replayed in her mind, “No, Jackie,” as she searched for clues. Sense of what had occurred refused to come, but she knew Eric was already dead. Someone had murdered her husband, and Jacqueline had witnessed the crime.

A deep ache swelled in her chest where the murderer had hit her. In both reality and the memory, her lungs struggled for breath. She gripped the covers, drawing them to her chin. A year later and she still made little sense of her husband’s death. Light, colors ... she shook her head trying to recall the weapon, any weapon the unknown man had used. The thought tore at her heart but the pieces, the memory crumpled. Jacqueline wanted to understand; she needed closure.

Stars peeked through her bedroom window, sparkling in the midnight sky. Each spark reminded her of the murderer’s fingertips. Had she imagined the flickers of light flying to and from their mystery assailant? 

No. Impossible. Her mind was playing tricks. It had to be a gun, some sort of new technology. Eric had been a cop and would have had access to special weapons. It had only appeared to be like... Magic.

Jacqueline twisted her hands, noting the same reaction swirling inside her gut. She never did learn the truth. The murderer had taken off into the night, not bothering to see if his victim was alive or dead. The police had arrived moments later, questioned her, but she kept the magic to herself. 

Tossing the covers aside, she paced, rubbing her arms as her mind reran the events of Eric’s last moments. 

She had lain in the mud as his face appeared above her, worry lines etched into his forehead. A melodious howl carried on the stiff wind. Death was going to claim her. 

“No, Jackie.” Eric's stern voice drew her attention. Blood dripped down the side of his face. “Don't listen to the song. It's not your time to become one of them.”

Her breath sucked in as a hand brushed her lips. What had he meant by those words? Jacqueline paused, focusing on the ground below her window and holding the memory frozen in her mind.

She had said, “Eric, baby...” But the strength slipped from her body before she’d finished. Something dark had tugged at her spirit, something that wanted her to let go of life. 

What a weird thought... 

“No,” he had whispered as the lines on his forehead deepened. With a deep breath, Eric had raised his head to the night sky and chanted the strange words. His hands had glowed with a soft, comforting white light, and as he placed them on her chest, just above her heart, heat had slid into her skin. The tugging evaporated.

No explanation or words like I love you left his pale lips. Empty wide eyes stared into nothingness as she shouted his name. Slowly, he crumpled to the ground. Jacqueline shrieked as she did in the present, as she did every night the nightmare of her life replayed.

Three hundred and sixty-five days had passed yet the emotionless dread of that night haunted her sleeping and waking moments. Willing her heart to still, she studied the ground seeking traces of the man she loved, searching for truth in the strangeness of the murderous night.

Jacqueline leaned against the windowpane, resting her head on the cool glass. A silent wish fogged the surface, but she did not awaken from the horror, as she wanted. Eric was dead. Eric was never coming back to her and she would never learn why he died that night. Why he had sacrificed himself or how. After five years of marriage, she was alone.

That night she’d thrown herself on his cold, stiff body. Jacqueline had pounded on his chest. All the while the spot where the man had hit her ached in a torturous burn as her heart shattered.

Her skin tingled then and now. A million sparks danced in her stomach, and the oddest sensation of power rippled through her abdomen. Breath fogged the window again, dotted with raindrops, and she drew a heart as a single tear blinked free. Her heart raced, and dizziness washed over Jacqueline. She could not explain the sensation that night as she hunched over Eric’s body, rain mingling with her shrieking sobs as a new energy rose through her body until it reached her vocal chords.

A dog barked, but her mind reeled in the past despite her present actions. Jacqueline lifted her face. Her mouth opened and a long wail flew free from within her. 

The howl had a harmony lifting through the air, skimming the rain, and dancing through the darkness as it carried along her grief. As she finished, Jacqueline caught her reflection in the glass. Her brown eyes glowed green.
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THREE MILES AWAY, TOBY Williams rubbed a damp towel over his countertop. He'd flipped off the neon sign for Merlyn's Bar as a hum floated through the air. At first, it was faint, a soft song that sounded vaguely familiar, a melody he’d heard a year ago. He froze at the window and stared, curious as to whom or what made the sound. But he knew. In the deep recesses of his mind, he knew the cadence of the banshee’s deadly embrace. Toby only needed to find the source. 

Located at the end of an old dirt road that ran parallel to the river, a last stop for river rafters and tubers before they journeyed into the Galesburg Falls, the bar was far from civilization. Trees lined the lonely road on both sides, bending low and creating a tunnel-like effect at night. Toby listened to the strange song, aware of the listless air, almost as if nature too had paused to listen to the mysterious tune. 

But as Toby observed, the trees rustled one by one, as a gust of wind blew through their leaves. He shoved the bar door, rushing into the parking lot, and filled his lungs with air. One sniff of the air foretold rain, odd for July, as normally this part of the state didn't see rain again until October.

The lilting tune loudened, carried by the forceful gusts, until the dejected song itself seemed to wrap around him, causing his cynical heart to beat faster. Narrowed eyes scrutinized, searching for the magical cause. Tugging at the blond beard he'd been growing for the last few months, his curiosity piqued. What was making that sound again?

A year ago, he had heard the same song, and the same draw yanked at his heart. Toby had stood in this exact spot. Movement to his left had caught his attention as something or someone hid in the bushes near the bar. 

“Reveal,” he had said, waving his hand in the air as if parting a curtain. Toby was a wizard, one of a few living among mankind on earth. A gift from the goddess Morrigan. The bushes had obliged, displaying a small man trembling behind the brush. 

“Who are you?” Toby had called out.

The man jumped up, clapped his hands together, and without a word, he had disappeared into thin air.

“Shit,” Toby had muttered. “Another wizard. What the hell is going on now?”

The song died on the wind and he blinked as the trees stilled. Change came to his town as the Brotherhood had predicted a year ago. Toby Williams stepped back inside Merlyn's Bar, locking the door behind him. With a soft sigh, he resumed his activity of cleaning the counter, but dread and curiosity brewed in his stomach. 

Would the Brotherhood call on him again?
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JACQUELINE WAS DRUNK and didn't give a damn. Merlyn’s Bar invited those like her. Those wanting to forget their nightmarish lives and unwind. So what if she was being loud and obnoxious? She leaned forward, resting her head on her palm. Angela laughed, her face brightening as they discussed pointless matters that made no sense. As Jacqueline Huston, she could do whatever the hell she pleased. At least when she was drinking.

“And another thing,” she said to Angela, who was equally drunk. “I think that stupid Bella should have picked the wolf. I mean, come on. Why would you pick a dead guy for a boyfriend?”

“He is pretty damn sexy,” Angela lisped, tossing her head back as if she’d heard a funny joke. “So sexy. Guys that sexy should be illegal.” A dramatic hand flew to her heart.

“Edward is a whiner,” Jacqueline said and sipped her wine. “Whine, whine, whine all the time.”

She tapped her empty red plastic cup on the bar for emphasis. 

“Speaking of wine.” Jacqueline leaned over the bar and shouted at the bartender. “Hey, Toby, I need some more wine down here. Bring me the good stuff. You know the kind out of a box.”

Both women cracked up, laughing hysterically. But Jacqueline noticed Toby sauntering toward them. Cool and collected, something she envied about him. In the year that she'd been frequenting Merlyn's Bar, she'd yet to see him let a situation get out of hand. Any attempt at a bar fight Toby nipped in the bud before the first punch. He exuded power, a sexy trait Jacqueline admired.

Not that she thought of him in that way. She'd only been widowed a year. Still, sometimes when she was drinking, odd little thoughts would come to her, sparking her imagination and looking at him never hurt. 

“You yelled?” Toby leaned against the wall of the bar, his arms crossed as he gave them both the once-over. 

“Yes. Could we please have another glass of your best Chardonnay?” Angela asked. Smiling at the bartender, she tossed her long red hair and attempted a coy wink that somehow made her look like she was having a brain seizure.

Jacqueline covered her mouth, stifling the laugh. 

“I think you two have had enough. Who is driving home?” Toby asked oblivious to her flirtations as his eyes fell on Jacqueline.

“I'm cabbing it.” Angela grinned. “I'm not stupid enough to drink and drive. Again.”

“Okay. One more glass for you.” Toby said without averting his eyes from Jacqueline. His blue eyes sparkled just a little bit, and their intensity flushed her face. “What about you?”

Removing her hand, her giggle died in her throat. “I'm walking. It's not like I live that far.” 

“Hmm... I think you mean staggering. I doubt you can do a regular walk at this point.” No emotion flickered across his features or leaked through his tone.

“Aw... c'mon, Toby. Be a sport. Just one more glass of wine?” Jacqueline forged her best smile. “Please?”

“Does that tactic usually work for you?” Toby asked, shifting the weight in his legs and relaxing his arms.

“What tactic?” She batted her eyes in mock innocence as she toyed with a strand of her blonde hair. Cut in a pixie bob, the maneuver didn't come off as cool as Angela's hair tosses did.

He leaned over the bar and her breath held, aching in her chest. “The one where you attempt to look like a simpering virgin?”

“Oh shit. I wasn't going for virgin. Just cheap slut.” A hand flew to her mouth again as a fresh burn heated her cheeks.

Toby grinned, making Jacqueline’s heartbeat faster. Getting Toby Williams to smile or laugh was no easy feat. She'd tried enough times to know, but tonight his icy resolve cracked.

“All right. A small glass. Sip it slow,” Toby warned, pinching his fingers together. He produced a wine bottle from the fridge behind the bar and poured them each a drink. “You are both cut off after this one, though. It's almost closing time.”

“Yes, sir.” Angela saluted.

“What she said.” Jacqueline also saluted. As Toby moved away, she slanted toward Angela. “Isn't he cute?”

“Toby?” Her brows scrunched together.

“No. Freakin' Attila the Hun. Yeah, Toby. Have you ever noticed what a great butt he has?” Among other features but Jacqueline didn’t want to appear eager.

Angela leaned over the bar to get a better look. “I guess it's all right if you like guys with beards and mustaches. That's never been my thing.” 

“Maybe you've never had a beard and mustache touch you in the right place.” Jacqueline winked.

“Jackie!” 

Both women giggled. 

“Seriously, you don't think there's something totally sexy about that guy, Angela?” Her tone softened as she eyed Toby. He glanced in her direction, and she quickly averted her eyes.

“Well, if you like big muscles and tight black T-shirts that show off ripped abs, then yes, I think there is some definite hotness going on with Toby. I prefer my latest boyfriend, though. He's the strong, silent type with amazing skills in the bedroom.” Angela sipped her drink. “Toby's too quiet for me. He's a thinker. And he likes women with big boobs.” She glanced at her breasts and then over at her friend's ample chest. “You're probably his type, Jackie.”

“Oh, hush,” Jacqueline said with a laugh despite her large boobs. “He's never looked at my breasts.” Toby had never looked at her at all, had he?

“Not when you were paying attention,” Angela answered her unspoken question.

Jacqueline sipped her wine, casting a stealthy peek at Toby. He braced his arms on the bar and spoke with some guys. Shit. She was probably crazy but could not deny the small crush she had on him. 

“Uh-oh.” Angela paled as she clutched her stomach. “I don't feel so good. I think I need to make a pit stop at the bathroom.”

“Okay.” Jacqueline watched her friend stagger off toward the ladies' room, knowing that Angela would spend the next few minutes worshipping the porcelain god as she threw up all the alcohol she'd consumed. “Drunk bitch.”

The older lady sitting two stools down from Jacqueline glared at her and stuck up her middle finger. A small smile played on her lips despite the rude gesture.

“I didn't mean you, Matilda,” Jacqueline said with a shake of her head. “You're just a drunk.”

Matilda, a bar staple drank herself drunk every night; she nodded and returned to nursing her beer. Her shoulders hunched and sloped forward. Jacqueline had often wondered how old the other woman was. Fifty? Sixty? Hard to tell as the lines on Matilda’s face deepened every day. Black hair had long streaks of gray. Had they been there a year ago when they’d first met? Jacqueline didn't think so, but she couldn't remember. 

So much about the last year had been a blur. So many things had changed. Except for the depression clinging to her like bad perfume, it coated her with such a heavy feeling that Jacqueline often woke up in the middle of the night gasping for air. Her doctor blamed anxiety attacks, but deep down, she knew it was something more, something her doctor couldn't begin to understand.

Inside of her something was changing, had been changing ever since her husband died.

Before she could dwell on the thought, a loud blare of banjos burst from the jukebox. Mumford and Sons started playing the opening notes to “Little Lion Man.” A loud collective groan ran through the bar.

“Closing time,” Toby shouted, cranking up the tune. People stirred from their seats, some tossing money down at the bar or on their tables. A few regulars, familiar with the song, grabbed a partner and danced to the jaunty folk melody. 

Sitting at the bar, Jacqueline hummed along and watched the Wilsons pay their tab. Belinda and Sean Wilson were the bar's resident fighting couple. They started out each night docile and calm, but as the evening wore on and the liquor flowed more freely, the couple invariably started to argue. Usually the quarrel was about Belinda's inability to stop flirting with other guys or women. Regardless, they were always entertaining, as long as they didn't drag her into the disagreement.

Tonight they were debating about the blouse Belinda had chosen to wear; a brilliant yellow that stood out in the dim bar and dipped low to show a fair amount of cleavage. Jacqueline eyed Toby, wondering if he preferred Belinda’s ample bosom, but his gaze focused on her.

“You wouldn't be cold if you'd cover up a little bit,” Sean said, pulling his money out, and Jacqueline’s attention.

“I am covered.” Belinda crossed her arms and tossed her black hair. 

“Everyone can see your tits.”

“No, they can't. You can because you're standing close to me.”

“Belinda, everyone can see your goodies. Everyone! You might as well just flash the whole damn bar and be done with it.” Sean glared.

Jacqueline let out a low whistle, already knowing what was coming next. Putting ideas into Belinda's drunken little brain was never good.

“Fine.” As Sean counted out his money, Belinda took her top off, revealing that she wore no bra underneath. Jacqueline’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth. Belinda tapped Sean on the shoulder and raised her arms so that her naked breasts thrusted forward. “What do you think? Is that better?”

The customers eyeing Belinda's bare bosom cheered but Jacqueline giggled, shaking her head at the woman.

“Dammit,” Sean swore.

“Belinda.” Toby's voice shouted above the blaring music. “Put your shirt on, or I'll throw your ass out, and keep the shirt inside.” Another cheer went up from the crowd, which Toby silenced with a glare but he couldn’t hid the pink in his cheeks. “Sean, man up and get your woman out of here.” 

With a sigh, Sean pushed Belinda out
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