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      Megan Booker drove out of Hansen, Georgia for the last time in the muddy blackness that was nine p.m. after a massive storm. Fog reached out, snaking tendrils across the road as it seemed to steam in the summer night.

      Then again, the shimmer on the road may have been from the sheen across her own eyes, tears she refused to shed. Harsh, hurtful words lingered in her head though they hadn’t been said out loud at all. She thought she was immune to that by now. That she’d grown a thicker skin. The pain clenching her chest said otherwise.

      It had taken all of an hour to pack everything she truly owned, everything she would take with her. It hadn’t been a pretty job. She shoved blankets directly into the trunk of the car, glad she kept it clean. A few small appliances, an insulated mug, and a bag of shoes stuffed the foot wells in the back seat. On top of the seats were several boxes of her favorite books. Never unpacked from when she’d moved home after college, they’d been easy to shove into the car. On top of that lay her hanging clothes. Though she’d rubber-banded the hooks together, the clothes weren’t even covered with so much as a garbage bag. The garbage bags weren’t hers—despite the fact that she’d paid for them—and she wasn’t going to take them.

      Next to her in the front seat was a massive pile of her folded clothes. It was shifting each time the road curved, but she didn’t care. As long as it didn’t get in the way of driving fast and far from here, it didn’t matter.

      Hansen, Georgia was its own special kind of hell, but she’d stayed anyway. Megan thought of her mother, of her younger sisters—Lizzie and Ari—and wondered what they would do without her. Then she almost laughed out loud. They would do what they always did: defer to her father.

      Megan was done with it.

      She had everything she owned in the little car, and she owned the car, too. She had money in the bank and some in cash in her wallet because her father wouldn’t let her help with the bills. So she only helped with the ones she could sneak in. Now, she had nowhere she needed to be.

      Before she unplugged her laptop, she’d logged into the wi-fi she paid for and penned a quick note to her boss. Due to a family emergency, she was taking a week off. She would check email when and if she could. She was sorry.

      Megan had almost written ‘unforeseen family emergency,’ but she should have seen it coming from a mile away. Once she set up her leave time, she canceled the entire phone and TV and internet service, since she’d been paying for that, too.

      She wanted to leave it. Let the girls and her mother have cable TV, even if her father didn’t let them watch it. They’d been pretending they just got it by accident, they could keep doing that. She wanted them to have access to the outside world, but she didn’t know where she was going or how much money she would need, and she was angry at all of them.

      Broken branches littered the road, and despite her need to get out of town and fast, Megan watched carefully for them. The only way this damp and ugly night could go more wrong was if she had an accident and wound up stuck in the local hospital. The local minister would visit her and pray for her rapid healing.

      She couldn’t have that. The local minister was her father. The same man who’d finally kicked her out of the house earlier in the night. He would pray for her rapid healing, but he would also pray that the demons that inhabited her soul be gone. He would pray that she was anything other than what she was. He would call her evil, suggest she invited it, and then, if she wouldn’t denounce her very self, he would demand she leave town.

      No, she wasn’t going to get in an accident here.

      She swerved around a large branch that blocked her lane, fog rising from it like smoke. The storms here could get epic. The humidity only added to the feeling of evil creeping in around the edges. Megan tried to explain to her father that the air vapor and even the storm itself was a scientific act of pressure and weather fronts. He insisted it was Megan and her evil soul that invited the storm and the damage to the town.

      She pointed out that storms happened all the time and would happen after she was gone, too. He countered that the storms had never been like this before she was born.

      How was she supposed to refute that?

      She didn’t know. But she’d been trying and failing for twenty-eight years.

      Megan took I-75 north into Chattanooga. Though it was midnight when she hit town, she didn’t stop. Instead, she hooked onto I-24 and drove several more hours to Nashville. There, she faced a series of forks in the freeway and found herself accidentally on I-40 Westbound and figured that was the best direction anyway.

      She didn’t stop until the sun was coming up and all evidence of the storm was far behind her. She rented a room in a cheap hotel and slept until one p.m., missing the free continental breakfast. Consoling herself with fast food, she hit the road again, this time sticking to I-40 West and wondering what town she would hit next. Where she might stick.

      Little Rock didn’t appeal. On a whim, Megan took I-30 and dove southwest toward Dallas. The summer heat beat down on the little car. Where she’d had the air conditioning on to fight the humidity when she left Georgia, she now had it set to the coldest possible setting and could still feel the sun on her arms. She’d expected the air in Dallas to be drier. It wasn’t. It felt too much like Georgia, so she headed onward to Austin.

      It was a full hour later that she realized the whopping tangle of freeways in Dallas had taken her up into the sky but not aimed her toward the city of her choice. Not familiar with the area, and still upset about everything that had happened the night before, she decided she’d gone too far to turn back. She didn’t know anyone in Austin anyway. Maybe this missed turn was serendipity.

      She continued on through Abilene and Odessa before being merged into I-10. With no music playing in the car, only thoughts of anger, regret, and her newfound freedom to keep her company, Megan discarded the advantages of every city she saw. Instead, she cataloged the problems.

      Too humid. Too dry. Too tall. Too gray. Too many restaurants. Not enough activities that looked interesting to do.

      For a girl with a job that was internet portable, she was open to anything and closed to everything. She just didn’t want to stay in any of these places.

      She spent the night in El Paso. It was cool, sprawling, interesting looking. But in the morning, she hopped in the car and made sure she was still headed farther from home.

      Megan stopped routinely for gas, chips, coke, and the occasional health bar. She ate dinner that night somewhere with salads and service, a book in hand.

      She repacked her clothing into the suitcase she’d originally filled with office supplies in her haste to get out of the house. It was hard to organize your life when you suddenly realized you were getting kicked out of your childhood home with no time to plan. It was difficult to do anything the right way when you were being blamed for the storm tearing shingles off the old roof. It was harder still when you heard your father’s thoughts and knew that for all the vitriol coming from his mouth, all the foul things he said about you, he was actually holding back.

      Megan fought tears again. Her father was supposed to love her. She’d read enough books and seen enough TV, met enough other people in college and through her job that she knew he wasn’t normal. Maybe it hurt even more that her mother loved her, but didn’t stand up for her. Megan worried about her sisters, but there was nothing more she could do. Besides, her father was already getting to them. How many times could they be told that their older sister was inhabited by demons before they started to question it? And they had started to. Megan heard the thoughts in their heads. When the storm began in earnest, Lizzie wondered if it was Megan’s fault, if Daddy was right. Then she’d looked at Megan in fear, knowing her sister heard her thoughts.

      That had been the worst.

      So Megan drove. Farther and farther away.

      It was sunset on the third day when she could go no farther.

      Turning around and looking over her shoulder as though she could see all the way back to Georgia, Megan thought about what she’d left behind and what might be in front of her.

      There were apartment buildings nearby, she could see them from where she parked. Maybe she could afford one; she was educated, made a good salary. People walked by her, mostly they were happy. She could tell.

      That was what convinced her to stay.

      She could go no further forward, and she wouldn’t go back.

      She needed a place for the night and tomorrow she would start hunting apartments. Work wasn’t expecting her to clock in for another four days. So she turned and looked out at the sun setting over the Pacific Ocean.
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      “Excuse me.” The woman said after bumping into Megan. The woman was walking backward with her phone up, trying to catch the perfect shot.

      “No worries.” Though Megan meant it, she only meant it a little bit. She, too, was ogling the scenery. She’d moved here in the middle of August. A heat wave in Hansen, Georgia translated to a merely warm August here, much drier than back home. Though people liked to complain about the humidity here, they really had no clue.

      September was starting to bring in cooler temperatures, though they weren’t quite ‘cool’ yet. Within the first week, Megan made up her missed work and found an apartment where she could see the ocean through the sliding doors of her living room. She could sit on the balcony and look out over the waves until they just disappeared. There was often no horizon here, everything just faded into the atmosphere. Though Megan was sure it had something to do with the pollution, it seemed a bit poetic.

      She found a grocery store with good brands at decent prices and one with exotic foods at exotic prices. She joined a gym and then canceled her membership within the first week, realizing she preferred to run on the beach. She’d never lived near a beach before. And today, she’d found the weather and the break in her work to be just right, so she came to see Hollywood and act like the tourist she was at heart.

      She went to museums and restaurants by herself. She was polite to strangers who tried to befriend her, but always brushed them off. Megan reveled in her anonymity. So she smiled at the woman who had accidentally bumped her and was actually a little bit sorry about it.

      Megan walked Hollywood Boulevard, checking out the Chinese Theater and all the handprints in the cement. When she was hungry, she found a local and touched his arm. “Excuse me, are any of these little food shops good?”

      “Well . . .” He started. Not by my standards.

      She’d learned a long time ago not to admit what she heard, but with strangers—people she would never see again—she was willing to act like she was just smart about things. “These are just for the tourists, huh?”

      He nodded, glad she understood. “So, there’s a great Thai fusion place, but it’s on Sunset. About eight blocks that way.” He pointed back toward where she’d parked. She was at least headed that way. “Or you can go about four blocks behind you.”

      She turned with him as he pointed.

      “Turn right at that light. Go down two blocks and there’s a hole-in-the-wall pizza joint that has the best pizza in Hollywood.” He was telling the truth.

      “Thank you.” She smiled at him and headed for pizza, making a mental note about the Thai place for later.

      She enjoyed the walk, looking around like she had no clue what she was doing. Then took the right at the light. She was almost shocked. Despite the big intersection, the street changed dramatically here. Almost as though four different sections of town met up at this point. The theater, up and on her left, seemed very ‘Hollywood.’ Beyond that the road headed up into the canyons. Across the street, the area became more city-like and less touristy. The glitter embedded in the street dropped off dramatically. Then down Vine, where she was, there was a row of shops and businesses clearly catering to locals. Congratulating herself on a good call, she headed down the street for the pizza joint as the sun began setting beyond the buildings and her stomach growled.

      Five minutes later, she had a massive slice of gooey pizza on a flimsy paper plate and a coke big enough to bathe in. She took it out to the tiny metal table chained to the sidewalk and was grateful she didn’t have a companion; they wouldn’t have both fit. Pulling out her e-reader, Megan settled in to enjoy the food and her book, but found herself people watching instead.

      While she ate, she watched in the fading light as a variety of people went in and out of the shop next door. Or at least they tried to. The door was stuck periodically, and she was amused watching them struggle with it. At one point a shop girl came out and tugged on it, even smacked at the frame, though Megan had no idea what that would do.

      When she finished eating, she wadded up both her napkin and the plate, and threw all her trash into the small can nearby and checked out the store next door. Standing in front of the big window, she could finally read the gold lettering. Blessed Be—Magicks, Charms, and everything for the Practitioner.

      Hells bells, she almost had to go inside, that was so strange.

      Grabbing the door firmly, she yanked it hard, overpowering whatever was sticking and headed into the cool air inside. The bell over the door rang as though it had been smacked hard rather than jostled, but when she turned to look at it, there was nothing there. Cool trick, she thought.

      “Hi, I’m Yasmin. I’ll let you wander then help you when you’re ready.” The other woman smiled at her and waited just a beat before turning away.

      No, I’m just looking, almost rolled off her tongue before Megan realized she’d been beaten to the punch. So she strolled the aisles looking at the “magicks.”

      They had herbs, incense, crystal balls, and velvet pouches for anything you might buy. They had “athames”—witches’ knives for rituals apparently. She saw “scrying” herbs and learned that “scrying” meant spells to see something at a distance, like a psychic. She wasn’t sure if she was impressed or concerned for their mental health. But while she was admiring the small labels with incredibly high-end prices, another woman entered the shop, then a man.

      Who were these people? L.A. was wonderful, allowing Megan to be herself as much as she’d ever been in her life. So she checked out the people who thought they were witches or Satanists or whatever and mentally thanked them for keeping her from being the biggest freak in town.

      “Your door is sticking.” The man told the woman who’d greeted her.

      “Yeah, we got cast on, Frank. One of the intermediates, we think.” Yasmin answered him with exasperation in her voice. He must be a regular. Megan enjoyed eavesdropping; she wasn’t much into her own conversations.

      “You haven’t cleaned that up by now?” A new voice entered the scene, but Megan couldn’t see him from her position in the center aisle. She stayed still.

      “Why haven’t you cleaned it up?” Yasmin shot back.

      “She’s your student.” He replied in that honeyed baritone. “You’re the one who taught her how to do all this.”

      Megan could almost hear his hands perching at his hips. Instead of looking up, she picked up a little felt doll with no face. It was listed as “poppet—$500.00”

      Holy shit. She put it back down in the bin. She didn’t think it would break, but that would certainly hurt her budget if she had to buy it.

      “You know, Tristan,” Yasmin started talking again. “I may have taught her how to do this, but I’m not the one that slept with her and dumped her, and gave her a reason to get revenge on your store!”

      Megan actually laughed out loud at that, her hands flying to her mouth to mute the sound. As additional cover, she squatted down and admired the herbs and their price tags. What herb cost $7,000 an ounce?

      “I’m working on it.” The voice—Tristan—was angry. Megan heard him walk away then, and heard the other man, Frank, talk to Yasmin.

      “That’s not your fault.” He consoled.

      “Don’t I know it.”

      Megan lingered, enjoying the air conditioning and the argument. It was getting dark outside, but the foot traffic was plentiful out on the sidewalk. It was more fun to hang in here with people who believed an amateur witch had hexed their store because of an ill-fated romance. Megan loved L.A.

      “Your basket’s empty.”

      Megan looked up as Yasmin came around the corner. At least the witch had a smile on her face.

      “Yeah, well . . .” Lingering time was over, since she wasn’t buying any of this overpriced crap.

      “If you’re uncertain where to start—” Yasmin picked up the exorbitantly priced bundle of leaves and tiny flowers in one hand as though she didn’t hold the equivalent of a bank stack of twenties, “—you might start with lavender. It’s good for general well-being, but it smells good, too.”

      She held it up to Megan.

      “It does smell great,” she admitted. “About how many ounces is that?”

      Yasmin shrugged. “About five to ten? I don’t know.” She was looking at Megan oddly.

      “So I should spend thirty-five to seventy thousand dollars to make my house smell good? Hollywood prices are way higher than Santa Monica.” Megan just shrugged.

      Yasmin was looking at her like she was nuts, then she looked down at the tag. “Oh Shit!” Then she looked up at the ceiling. “Tristan! Your little one-night-stand screwed with the price tags, too!”

      While Megan stood there wide-eyed, Yasmin rubbed at the tag as though the price would just smudge away.

      A man who looked like a surfer boy all grown up came bolting out of the back to face Yasmin. He completely ignored Megan while the two verbally duked it out.

      “The tag looks fine.” He almost glared at Yasmin.

      “No, it says seven thousand dollars. Per ounce!” She countered. After a moment, she stared at him. “Oh, Goddess, it’s brilliant. You don’t see it. I didn’t see it until . . .” She looked up at Megan who was sneaking out of the store.

      Not fast enough.

      She loved her anonymity. No one knew her name here. Not the grocer she recognized on sight. Not even her neighbors, though she waved to the old woman with the dog each time she passed. Well, that was over.

      “Megan.” She admitted as she consoled herself that she didn’t have to ever see them again.

      Yasmin turned back to Tristan. “Your ex made it so the customers could see the bad prices, but not us. So we’d never know! Honestly, it’s impressive and I think maybe you deserved it.”

      Megan covered her mouth again to hide another laugh as she set her basket back in the rack and reached for the door. Though she tugged, it didn’t give. She tried again. Nothing.

      She sighed and waited. Someone was going to have to break the scorned-woman curse on the door so she could go home.

      “It was casual. She knew that!” Tristan countered.

      “Apparently, she didn’t.” Yasmin threw back. Then she must have spotted Megan. “And now our customer who so graciously helped us out, can’t even get out the door.”

      Megan shrugged again.

      “I’ll get it.” Tristan walked away, while Megan frowned.

      If he was getting the door, shouldn’t he walk towards it?

      Yasmin held up a finger to her to wait, and what else was Megan going to do? She was stuck.

      Then Tristan emerged from the back of the shop, holding some kind of rag in his hand. Or maybe it was a scarf. He was looking down at it, folding it precisely until he was almost on top of her.

      Reaching out, he put his hand on her arm and looked at her for the first time. As he made contact, his eyes widened, his mouth opened slightly, and he looked stunned.

      Megan yanked her arm back from the sharp sizzle of his touch, wishing he hadn’t done that.

      She didn’t know what he felt, but she knew what he was seeing. The thick black hair that hung in fat spirals she couldn’t tame. The wide cheekbones and eyes, her over-sized lips. The right size on an African-American face, they were too big for her mixed race coloring. She was clearly half-n-half. A freak in more ways than one in Hansen, Georgia, but out here, she’d blended in just fine until now.

      His eyes trailed down her frame and back up, past her breasts and hips. Not large, she was definitely not petite, either. She’d heard more than one thought about her breast size from men she’d brushed against. She always knew who’d done it accidentally and who was a liar. She almost snapped, “My eyes are up here.”

      But then she saw herself through his eyes and heard the words in his head even though he didn’t speak them.

      Oh my Goddess.
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      Tristan stared, stunned, as the woman finally looked away.

      He heard Yasmin tell the woman, “Please come back tomorrow. If you come at closing, I’ll hook you up with some gifts. On the house.” She pushed before Megan could protest.

      Megan. He remembered those lush lips saying her name.

      He turned it over in his head, even though his brains were still buzzing from the electric jolt of touching her.

      “Tristan.” Yasmin was looking at him as though she was about to snap her fingers in his face to get his attention. “Get the door.”

      Megan offered an almost-scared smile at him as he took his mother’s scarf with the birch bark folded into it and he rubbed the door frame, silently incanting the removal spell. This time, the door opened right up and he stepped slightly back as Yasmin said a polite good-bye to Megan while his own mouth failed to follow his instructions to invite her back, offer a polite send-off, or say anything of value.

      He stared out the doorway as she walked up the street under the lights, her purse clutched tightly to her side. She’d jolted him, both with her looks and the zing he’d gotten just from touching her. He held his hand up, wanting to cast on her to make sure she came back the next day, but Yasmin was already slapping it away.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. I like her.” She was pulling him back inside the shop and pushing the door closed, flipping the sign to ‘closed’ even though it was five minutes early.

      Once upon a time, Yasmin nursed a serious crush on him. He’d maintained a carefully professional distance—both because he didn’t date employees and also because Yasmin wasn’t his type. Since she’d found Luke and subsequently gotten engaged, her crush on him had disappeared as if it had never been and they were able to be friends. He really liked her, except sometimes when she called him on his bullshit. Like right now.

      “We have to clean up this mess you made before we let any more customers in the door.” She planted her feet and set closed fists on her hips as she raised her eyebrows. “You don’t get to start on the next one until you clean up after the last one.”

      She was right. He tried a different tack. “Maybe we should shut down the beginner’s class.”

      Yasmin called his bluff on that, too. “Okay. You do that. I have two cats and a fiancé who cooks waiting for me. I’m more than happy to be home on Tuesday nights.”

      Shit. She brought in too much money with her work. Between the classes themselves and the ongoing customers her students became, he couldn’t afford to shut her down. And she was right about the classes. “Fine. We have to take care of that damn bell though. Where is it?”

      “Non-existent. It’s pure spell. That’s why we haven’t been able to find it.” She smiled at him. “I’m a really good teacher. She was a good student.”

      “Rebecca?”

      “No, Courtney, you dipshit. Rebecca? That was two girls ago . . . Oh, you think this is because she’s jealous of Courtney?” The light flipped on in Yasmin’s eyes as she put the pieces together. “You have no clue which one of them it is! You man-whore!” At least she said it with a smile.

      “I’m not a man-whore.” He protested slimly. Truth be told, he’d been restless lately and it played out in a faster-than-normal-for-even-him turnover rate.

      He liked them girl-next-door-style pretty, smart enough to be fun, and a little bit emotionally over the top. He always wound up breaking it off because they were too attached, too needy, too dramatic, too something. He had to admit it was bit awful that he wound up breaking up with them for being exactly what he’d liked in the first place. The admission, if only to himself, stabbed a little.

      Well, Courtney or Rebecca—he truly didn’t know—had actually taught him a lesson. No more of that. Then again, the arrival of Megan was maybe a signal that he was done. That thought got interrupted by Yasmin, too.

      “Okay, man slut, then.” She was grinning at him.

      “You know,” he countered as he held the scarf up to the door frame again. “You shouldn’t pick on me for embracing my sexuality.”

      He had sisters; he knew how it went.

      Yasmin was pulling out supplies from the bins so she could begin a clearing spell. “You’re right. That was sexist of me. Just ‘slut’ then.”

      Her phone rang and he heard her taking the call from Luke. Yasmin was so much better now that she’d found Luke. They were engaged, happy, solid as a rock. Delilah, his sister was expecting a second child with her husband Brandon. They’d had a bumpy start, but were going full steam ahead now. She wasn’t due just yet, but it wouldn’t be long.

      Maybe it was everyone else finding some kind of domestic bliss. Or maybe just that it was becoming glaringly obvious that they didn’t have to introduce their dates at each event; only he did. Maybe it was because they were so stable and steady that he was suddenly starting to feel a bit like a leaf in the wind.

      He listened in to the phone conversation Yasmin was having. “I’m staying a little longer tonight. We have to clean up after Tristan. Some girl he dumped hexed the store!” She went on to laugh and praise the girl and take credit for teaching her everything she’d used.

      He shook his head. Once, he might have worried that Luke would be jealous of his and Yasmin’s friendship. Though Luke Salzone was as straight an arrow as they came, and he still didn’t know what to make of Tristan, he never got jealous. No, he knew Yasmin was his and Tristan was no threat. He didn’t worry about her being friends with men. Even a man she’d once had a serious crush on.

      It got Tristan started thinking maybe he could be ready for something like that. Lord knew he was older than any of the rest of them.

      Megan’s face swam in front of him as he conjured up the thought of her and the lightning bolt that shot through him at her touch. She sure hadn’t seemed to feel it. Or if she had, she’d covered it well.

      His mother once told him she’d seen the face of his future wife. So he knew he had one. She said she’d seen her grandchildren. In the plural. So that would happen, too. But she’d said nothing more. Not what this woman looked like, not what she would be like or when she would appear in his life. He hadn’t been waiting.

      “I love you, too.” Yasmin’s voice cut through his thoughts. The words clearly were not for him. “Hey, Tristan, quit woolgathering and clean this place up. I have someone to go home to.”

      Yeah, she did. “You go ahead. I’ll clean it. My mess.”

      She shook her head at him, but took him up on the offer. As she locked the front door, she pushed tight on it and the stupid little bell went off again. And again. And again.

      He sighed at her. “Good night.”

      She offered only a sharp salute, then headed out the back.

      He was left alone in his shop with his mother’s scarf, his ex’s spells, and his own conscience. He cleaned the spells almost absentmindedly, so it took him twice as long. Spellwork was best when the witch used strong focus and his was shot to hell.

      That jolt he’d felt at meeting Megan tonight, that was odd. She was beautiful, too. Stunningly so. And he was struck at the comparisons.

      He liked his women a little prim looking. She was lush. He liked them athletic. She was . . . ‘full-breasted’ was the most polite term that came to mind. Her ass made him check that his tongue wasn’t hanging out. He liked women who were worldly. She had a southern lilt. Even her ‘p’s and ‘d’s were soft. Not dropped, they just rolled off her tongue like something sweet.

      He fought the thought of her while he cleaned up the mess he’d brought onto his store. He finally double-checked the locks because he was being so loopy over a girl that he might miss something, then headed home.

      As he pulled out of the back lot and onto Vine, he looked up and down the street, wondering if Megan was still around. He didn’t see her. It was a stupid thought; she’d left nearly an hour ago. Yasmin left after that, so if anything, Yasmin would have taken her home and had Luke feed her. Luke wasn’t Delilah, but he could cook.

      Tristan arrived home, shocked at the empty feeling in the house. He’d inherited the small Hollywood Hills home from his parents. Juliet had barely been out of high school at the time. Delilah was just getting married to that snake David, though none of them had known he was a snake at the time. Maybe he hadn’t been. Maybe Juliet brought it out in him.

      That was neither here nor there, both were gone now. Tristan let a sad thought settle into the memory of his youngest sister. Juliet had been skilled, generous, creative, and kind. She also hadn’t been able to see past her deep-seated jealousy of Delilah. Tristan had only been able to watch it all unfold. That explosion had burned him, too.

      Looking back, he’d become more, um, promiscuous then. Only he didn’t see it until now because Delilah had been crazier and deservedly so. He’d been worried about her and hadn’t looked at his behavior. Maybe it was time he did.

      Only the brief introspection the revenge spells brought on and the jolt of Megan he-didn’t-even-know-her-last-name was more than he wanted to look at. He microwaved a dinner, thinking that he didn’t mooch food off Delilah much anymore, now that she had a family of her own.

      His nuked pasta was lackluster, but his thoughts weren’t. They pulled right back to Megan as though she were a magnet.

      Something about her had flipped a switch he hadn’t known existed. She was shy, sharp, funny, and she was already gone. Maybe that’s all it was, a moment’s shock to make him get his head on straight. He’d never been attracted to a woman who looked or sounded like her before, but he couldn’t deny that he was attracted now. And he’d made a complete ass of himself, staring at her like that. And he’d paid no attention to her while—

      Oh, shit.

      His heart sank. His head hurt. He was an idiot.

      Megan had heard every word of the conversation about the spells being his well-deserved revenge for dating and dumping a woman.

      He stood exactly zero chance with her.
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      It took Megan a week to return to the store, despite the offer of free goodies. Though the place had been interesting—herbs and voodoo dollies and such—what did she need with free witchcraft fixings?

      Wanting to know more about what she’d inadvertently walked into, she googled both the store and the things they sold.

      Though the website offered advice and magickal help with any problems she might have, they didn’t list the one thing she actually did need. On the other hand, they also didn’t offer to help you get your crush to fall in love with you, or kill off your mother-in-law, or even to win the lotto or let some distant relative just slip off to the hereafter and leave you with a whopping, surprising inheritance. They offered general protections for your home, yourself, your kids. They offered general peace in the house—probably for families with teenagers and aged, surly parents, Megan figured. They offered help for couples in which both people wanted it. And they kept spelling ‘magic’ with a ‘k.’

      No, there was nothing Megan needed there. Even if it was free.

      What drew her back to the store was that listening to the argument between Yasmin and Tristan had been the most fun she’d had since arriving in L.A.

      Her father hadn’t called and apologized for kicking her out of the house. He certainly wouldn’t apologize for calling her demon-possessed or the spawn-of-Satan. He’d been calling her that since she started talking, because that’s when they figured out what she heard. What she saw.

      She’d been a perfect child until then, or so they told her. Megan thought now—looking back as an adult—that was likely because she heard what her parents wanted. Her communication skills had excelled. Why wouldn’t they? Though her parents were often confused by her childish speech, she was never confused by them. She knew when they were truly angry and she wasn’t to do something. She understood, innately, when her mother yelled because she was afraid Megan would hurt herself rather than from anger. And she saw her mother’s specific fears: the hot stove, the street, the electrical outlets.

      But it wasn’t enough. No matter how good she was, she still saw things, heard things. As a kid, she couldn’t distinguish things she knew from things that actually happened in front of her. She’d even been punished for not answering her father. She’d sometimes thought she was only hearing him in her head, so she hadn’t responded, not wanting to get in trouble.

      No, she wasn’t surprised she hadn’t heard from her father. But given everything she’d done, all the years she secretly helped her mother pay the bills, fed her sisters when her parents couldn’t, she was surprised she’d heard nothing from her mother.

      After a month in Los Angeles she still had no real friends. Megan cultivated her solitary life. It was always better than her other options. Sooner or later, she would screw up, and no one liked a girl who knew what they were thinking.

      Not boys. Not other girls. Certainly not adults.

      Only little kids liked her, but their parents certainly didn’t want her around. It wasn’t like she could go to a park and hit the playground to get some interaction with someone who wouldn’t judge. So Megan lived all alone. Listening to Tristan and Yasmin argue had been her kind of fun. Which was pretty sad.

      So she found herself on various websites wondering if there was possibly some witchcraft that could make her normal. After wading through hours of love spells, bad-luck-to-your-boss spells, and even a handful of get-an-A-in-class spells, she’d found nothing.

      What had she really thought? Everyone wanted an A in class. Everyone wanted true love. She was the freak. Freak meant they didn’t write spells for you. Still, she kept at it. Maybe she wanted a reason to go back to the store.

      She found a thread on hearing voices, but it was mostly about hearing snitches of sound that couldn’t be placed. Megan didn’t have that problem; she knew exactly who each voice belonged to. Things came through when she touched someone, or just from someone being close, and it was always very clear who was thinking what.

      Her mouth twisted, Elvis style, as she read about people who thought they were talking to demons and entities. Sad. They would have a good time with her father. Maybe he could finally try to drive the spirits out of someone who thought that was actually necessary. Unfortunately, nothing on that thread or the ones it linked had any information on how to stop it.

      Well, one person suggested anti-psychotic medicine. Megan would have laughed it off, but at one point her parents had been so desperate they tried it. Not only had her prescription not worked, it made her foggy, ruining her filter. Instead of being ‘cured,’ she’d become worse, telling everyone everything in their heads they thought they weren’t sharing. She tried a different search.

      Eventually she found it: a spell for quelling the voices.

      Megan frowned at her screen.

      To quell the voices in your head.

      Was it for schizophrenics? Or people who had negative self-talk?

      She sighed. She had no clue.

      There it was—her excuse to go back to the magicks store. She copied the list of supplies, the webpage assuring her that the spell was perfectly safe and wouldn’t trigger worse problems.

      Because surely she should believe everything she read online. Megan tucked the list in her pocket anyway and looked out the window. The sun was shining, and despite the day being still a bit overwarm, she stood up and opened the sliding door to the balcony. She left the air conditioner on. She was wasting energy, money, and more. She felt good. Alone. But good.

      Her salary was excellent and while she could easily blow it in L.A. she didn’t have enough friends or hobbies to do it. So she enjoyed the sound of traffic on the street below her. She could hear the noisy birds at the beach three blocks away, though not the waves as the rolled in. She could see the Pacific stretch to the edge of nothing. Bigger than her. Bigger than her father. Bigger than her entire hometown of Hansen.

      She could smell the sea on the air. For once she had plans for tonight. But first she had to schedule the training classes for her company. Then she had to double-check her training slides for the online management training she was running the next day. She would be on camera for part of that one, which was as close as she got to interacting with people. Every now and then a stray thought leaked through online, but it wasn’t the constant barrage of noise and anger and desires and more like, say, dancing in a club. Or going to a busy restaurant.

      Hungry after her morning of avoiding work, and realizing the day had already passed well into the afternoon, she headed downstairs. She rarely took the elevator—it was more likely she’d bump into someone in there—and she was surprised today to find the stairs had two different tenants climbing up them. She got nothing from the first one, but the second one was an older gentleman who was upset about his cat that had passed the night before.

      There was nothing she could say or do. Anything that let him know she understood his thoughts would likely upset him more than it helped. At the lobby, she saw the elevator was getting worked on and she accidentally touched the ladder, which yielded information that the elevator wasn’t broken, just getting an upgrade. They expected it to be running again within five hours. Not that she cared. It was just more of the detritus that filtered into her brain on a normal day.

      The sandwich shop yielded a toasted turkey on wheat. It was piled with crisp green peppers, tomatoes, provolone cheese and a light layer of Dijon. It also came with the knowledge that the sandwich maker had just been accepted into Wharton, her top choice MBA school.

      Megan wanted to congratulate her.

      She, too, had been accepted to Wharton, but decided to get an online MBA instead. She’d barely survived college on campus. Her online classes had been much easier to deal with. But Megan held that in, too.

      She took her lunch down to the beach and sat in the warm sand. Her coke was melting in the heat, but it kept her just barely below threshold to break a sweat. She watched the waves and enjoyed her sub and chips.

      The beach was generally a good place for her. People were almost always happy at the beach. Not that she interacted with anyone, but she still got impressions. Someone bumped her or she touched something in a store and it would have some energy clinging from the last person who touched it, or someone would just be broadcasting.

      She watched the waves roll in until she found her sandwich was gone and her chips bag empty. Though the soda was all watered down by that point, she sipped it for the cold and liquid and made her way the three blocks back up to her house.

      Pulling her key from her pocket, she marveled again at how unencumbered she was. Many times she didn’t even carry a purse, just her key and a twenty in her pocket for lunch. She was alone, utterly alone in life, and it felt good. But she had to get back to work and pay for that great view somehow.

      So she walked up the stairs and into her apartment with the sliding glass door still standing open. She pulled her laptop out on the balcony and got to work.

      It was hours later that she’d designed the program to poll the trainees on their preferred schedule, then assign them and her to the proper training times. She was hoping to group them by how long they’d been with the company and even by what previous trainings they received.

      When she was finally satisfied, she looked up to see the sun was low over the ocean and the day had passed much later than she expected. It was almost eight o’clock. If she ran, and if she didn’t encounter too much traffic, she could make it to the shop before they closed for the night. She nearly slapped her laptop closed in her haste. Once she made a plan she didn’t like to vary from it. She’d buy some herbs and see if she could quell the voices.

      Wending her way across town, Megan took surface streets until she arrived at Hollywood and Vine, then hung a right. As she pulled up she prayed for parking, surprised at how quickly prayers came to her when they weren’t forced. She would have thought she’d never pray again, even for something as simple as traffic.

      A spot opened in front of her and she thought of all the unanswered prayers that had been so much more important than this. But she took the spot anyway.

      She walked into the front door and into turmoil.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Once she was inside, Megan realized she was the only customer. The tall, disturbingly good-looking blond man couldn’t be a customer. He was behind the counter with Yasmin and Yasmin was arguing with him.

      Though Megan only met the woman once, she had the right talents to be an excellent judge of character, and she couldn’t imagine Yasmin flat out arguing with a customer. So Megan pulled her list out of her purse and this time when she perused the aisles, she had a goal.

      She managed to gather three items on the first aisle before Yasmin came around the corner and greeted her.

      “Megan! I’m glad you came back.” The smile was genuine and Megan found herself smiling back. She did that a lot more these days and Yasmin made it easy to like her. “You have a list?”

      Megan nodded in response, though she didn’t show her plans to the other woman. “Last time I was here, I literally wandered right in. This time I came prepared.”

      Yasmin seemed to notice that she wasn’t sharing, but that didn’t deter her friendliness. “Remember, it’s all on the house.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary.” Megan countered. She’d not expected to find such open generosity in such a large city.

      “Yes, it is. We’ve got you covered.” She smiled again as she left Megan to her shopping.

      Growing up, Megan was told that large cities were harsh and unfriendly. Small towns were better. They were where all the good people lived. Then again, she’d been told a lot that proved not to be true in the end. Why should this be any different?

      She found herbs from her list and a little flat burlap cut-out that resembled a gingerbread. The prices were much more reasonable tonight and Megan thought again about last time. She still hadn’t quite wrapped her head around the moment when Yasmin rubbed the tag and the exorbitant number faded away, revealing the real price.

      Megan found herself in the last stocked aisle, but she hadn’t found two of the items on her list yet. She was about to round the last corner when she heard what Yasmin and the blond man were arguing about.

      “You can’t do anything?” He was asking.

      “I can’t.” She sounded sad. For all the raised voices, it wasn’t actually an argument. “I keep running up against a wall on this one. A bad one.”

      “No way around it?” He asked, sadder, but his tone was understanding.

      “I can do it anyway. But the last time I did a spell I wasn’t supposed to I ended up in the middle of a gang war.”

      Wow, Megan thought.

      “Yeah, I guess that’s enough to convince me not to ask again.”

      Megan turned the corner, braving breaking into their conversation, and saw Yasmin swat him on the arm playfully. She turned to Megan. “What can I help you with?”

      “I need these two last things.” She held up the list this time. It was embarrassing, maybe. Yasmin would probably know what she was doing. However, once Megan had the things for the spell, she never had to see the woman again.

      “You’re doing a quell?” Yasmin frowned.

      “Mmm-hmm.” That was all she was willing to say.

      “You’ll need . . .” She looked at the list again, then turned down another aisle. She handed Megan a small bundle of tiny white flowers. Before she dropped them in the basket, she shook them slightly at Megan. “Do not eat these.”

      “That was not my intention. It’s not part of my spell.” She grinned as the small buds plopped into the bottom of the basket and Yasmin frowned.

      She pulled out one of the other herb bundles Megan had chosen. “These are the cheap Farshade. You want the other ones, we import them from China. I don’t know what they do to them, but they are potent.”

      In a moment, the cheaper ones were exchanged and the better version put in her basket. Then Yasmin pulled the last item off the shelf handing it over. “This is all for a generic quelling. You may want to do something more specific?”

      Megan frowned at her.

      “If you want to quell something in particular. Generic quells aren’t anywhere near as potent.” When that didn’t work, Yasmin flat out asked. “If you can tell me what specifically you’re trying to stop, I can get you a better spell.”

      Megan scrunched her mouth, trying to figure out how much she could give away. If she said the voices then she’d sound crazy, and she might get a spell for schizophrenia—which she didn’t have. Having been treated for it previously, she wasn’t about to do it again.

      Yasmin saw her hesitation and accepted it. For that Megan was grateful.

      “I get the feeling you aren’t an experienced witch.” Though it was a statement, Megan recognized it as the question it was.

      She shook her head.

      “I can do it for you. It will probably work better.” Yasmin shrugged with the offer.

      It was sincerely given, but Megan wanted to do it herself. Now that she had all the stuff, she wanted to give it a try. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. The words reverberated through her brain. Maybe she was a witch in some way, just like her father had accused.

      “I want to try it myself first. I won’t light my apartment on fire, will I?” When Yasmin shook her head no, Megan continued. “Then I’ll come back and have you do it if my try doesn’t work.”

      “I like it.” Yasmin smiled and led her to the check-out area. She rang up each piece and at the end zeroed out the whole transaction despite Megan’s protests. “It’s on the house. I told you.”

      Megan smiled as Yasmin excused herself to duck into the back for something extra. The man behind the counter stepped forward to introduce himself.

      “Hi, I’m Luke.”

      Megan didn’t like to shake hands, but his was extended and she was the only person in the room. His lack of smile concerned her. There was a very good chance that all his worry would flow into her. Megan surmised it was like having a panic attack or an anxiety disorder—she was flooded with feelings that didn’t belong to her. She hesitated, but he didn’t notice.

      She didn’t even have the bag in her hand, Yasmin had left it perched, open, on the counter. So, with no excuse she could readily find, Megan reached out and braced herself.

      His hand clasped hers and his love and concern for Yasmin flooded her. But she’d been ready. “Oh! You’re the fiancé!”

      “Yes.” He nodded, but the second wave hit her before she could let go. This was what he’d been thinking about. His feelings for Yasmin must be some amazing core he built everything around, because that hit her first, let her think he had sunny, happy thoughts despite his frown.

      No, he was thinking about a woman. She was beaten badly, tied to a chair, bleeding slowly from a gunshot wound. A man stood over her, holding a gun and sneering. He didn’t shoot her again, didn’t let her die quickly. She wasn’t worth

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






OEBPS/images/sk-logo.jpg
SAVANNAH

A D E sleamy romance
for savoy readers

Get enfered in giveaways, keep up with new releases,
and get behind the scenes peeks af the Savannahverse!






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/ls-cover.jpg
SAVANNAH
" KADE





OEBPS/images/ls-title-page.jpg
TOUCH OF MAGIC | BOOK THREE

QPE@

SAVANNAH
KADE





