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Opening her eyes, she felt a presence and turned over quickly. She was sure she’d catch a glimpse of something over her shoulder near the chest of drawers. She sensed it more than saw it. In a split second it was gone and she was sitting up in bed blinking, wondering why she was staring in a corner. Confused, she pushed back the covers and got out of bed stretching and yawning. 

Odd, how sometimes after a full night of sleep her body felt tired like she’d spent an afternoon working out in a gym. Or how she assumed going to the gym felt.

Looking in the mirror on the dresser, she pulled her night shirt over her head. Her hair was a bushy mess, the twin braids had come down in her sleep. 

After dressing in a faded denim skirt and tee shirt, she set about tidying up the bedroom. James’ clothes and other stuff were all over the place. She kicked his play station under the bed, not caring if it could take it or not. Why they even shared a bedroom anymore was ridiculous, except that James refused to occupy a separate sleeping area. 

Holding her breath, she pulled back the sheets, hoping for something different, but James was the original creature of habit. Bloody smears were all over his side of the bed. Every full moon she had hot erotic dreams, and he sneaked out and came home a bloody mess. 

Out of nowhere, she sensed she was being watched. She spun around swiftly. Nothing.

“Damn girl,” she chided herself, carrying the bundle of bed clothes down the hall to the laundry closet. “What you expect to see, a ghost?” Dropping the load, she felt unease creep up her spine. Slowly, she traveled back inside the bedroom. “Oh Scarlett,” she said out loud. “What’s with you this morning?”

The same thing that bugs you most full moons lately.

“Yeah,” she answered the voice in her head. “But what is it?” She thought about how she woke up, just sitting in bed staring. But then with all the noise James was making downstairs, who wouldn’t wake up suddenly with a start?

In the kitchen, she poured herself a full mug of coffee. She blew on the rim and sipped the hot morning drink while she scanned the mess in her kitchen. Bacon grease spattered the stovetop, while crumbs, egg yolks, paper towels, milk and juice littered the counters. A fine mess left behind by someone that had the habit of never cleaning up behind himself. 

At the table, began a trail of discarded Sunday morning newspaper. In the living room, she’d find the rest all over the floor and furniture. Taking her mug of extra sweet and creamy coffee, she went into the living room, where she knew she’d find her husband. He stood in the open front door behind the screen, so engrossed, he never heard her waltzing up behind him. At thirty eight, he was already sporting gray hair around the edges. He wasn’t exactly vain about it, but once a month he usually dyed it back to light brown. He was still as good looking as he was fifteen years ago when they got married. Looking at his handsome profile she wondered where the boy she thought she loved had gone. Reaching out, she touched the side of his head. He jumped like suddenly becoming aware of a giant spider in the room with him.

“Girl, what you doing?” he asked, moving from her fingertips. “Better watch how you sneak up on a fella,” he suggested.

“Good morning to you too,” she said with minor irritation. He was perusing the neighborhood, checking out the early risers of the feminine variety that went to retrieve their morning papers or mail in short robes. He was a leg and thigh man. And he was enjoying watching Kate Flowers and her husband kissing each other in their driveway. 

“That lucky bastard,” James whispered. His hand found his own crotch and squeezed.

“Will you get out of that door before everybody discovers what a pervert you are?”

He turned around, gave her the once over then went back to the passionate couple across the street. “Nothing wrong with looking.” 

“Stop groping yourself or close that door, James.”

“What’s the matter with you?” He backed out of the doorway and pushed it shut. “Why you always got to act like a prude or something?”

He rolled his eyes at her then went to sit heavily on the couch, placing his feet on the coffee table. Just to bug her, she was sure. His big feet knocked a magazine and some mail onto the floor, making a bigger mess. He made her sick. Sunday mornings were for relaxing, not letting him get her goat first thing. With a quick snap of her fingers, she sat down on the coffee table. James eyes got big as the newspaper scattered, separating to organize and come back together neatly and crisply in the air. 

“Damn it, Scarlett!” James ran to the windows and pulled the curtains across the sheers covering the windows. He came back to her pointing a furious finger in her face. “What are you doing? You trying to get us ran out of this neighborhood, or what?” She ignored him crossing her legs, accepting the paper that came to her hand. “Using witchcraft on a Sunday, in broad daylight.”

“I’m not scared or ashamed of what I am.”

“You know this town is jumpy when it comes to supernatural shit.”

“James-”

“Damn it, Scarlett! It’s right there in that paper you’re holding! Right there on the front page!”

Another werewolf killing. Every time it happened the community reacted like it was the first time, and everyone was sure to be eaten alive, or at the least, sure to get full moon madness. She finished the article and looked up to James’ animated face. He was worried, but overly so in her opinion. She wasn’t a werewolf, and nothing she did threatened anyone. 

“James-”

“They still get away with burning witches, you know that. If one gets to acting up again-” He stopped to wipe his mouth. “All the protection you have is me, and I think that gives me the right to insist you cool it.”

“What’s bugging you?” she asked. All she did was snapped her fingers in her own living room. “Nobody saw me.”

“And you wouldn’t care if someone did,” he nastily accused, giving her an uneasy frown. “Why I stayed with you after you finally told me you were a real witch, I’ll never know!”

And if she’d known he was such a fraidy cat.

“What are you giggling about?”

“It’s an inside joke,” she replied, going back to the paper. If he was truly all the protection she had, then she was in big trouble.

“All right. Keep laughing like something’s funny. You know this town ain’t like that place with all them hags.”

“Witches,” she hotly corrected him. He knew the difference between a hag and an ordinary witch. “And that place has a council. If anything should threaten me-”

“You ain’t going near those people! Are you nuts, Scarlett? Did you or did you not promise me years ago?”

“Yes, I promised,” she agreed quietly. But for the life of her she couldn’t think of one good reason why. Oh yeah, James had been so scared of supernatural things. And he was her husband. He said she owed him something because she’d tricked him into marrying a witch. “But like you said, that was years ago. I was practically still a girl.” Eighteen and barely graduated high school.

“You mean, now that you’re all grown up, you planning to break your word?”

If only it was that easy. A witch had to be careful of giving her word then breaking it as it didn’t sit too well with the spirits. “I mean, I’ll do as I see fit. I understand you being nervous about me, but I’ve always been careful, and considerate of your fears.”

“Screw all that! Scarlett, I can’t believe you sitting there telling me you plan to defy me!”

“What about you?” she asked. “Going out to those places. Coming home a bloody mess.”

He got up as she did so, meeting her dismal regard of him. “What’s with the attitude this morning?”

“It’s not just this morning,” she retorted. “You make me sick all the time.”

“You ain’t the only one that’s sick around here.”

“James-”

“I already told you I’d give up going out if you’d let your hair down once in a while.”

“You know that is never going to happen.”

“You sure?” He reached out a finger to stroke her breast. He grinned at the tightness in her jaw line, then went ahead and grabbed her roughly, pulling her up against him. Covering her mouth, he kissed her sloppily and hard.

“Oh for God’s sake!” she cried out after pushing his mouth off hers.

“I know what’s eating you, baby!” He reached down between her thighs forcing a hand inside her panties, before she could bring her knees together. “How long it’s been since you had some? Don’t you want to screw? You used to beg for morning action, remember?” He tried to yank down her panties, tearing them a little. “Come on, you know you want some.”

“Not from you. James!” She grabbed hold of his fingers, halting his rough invasion. “Bastard,” she gritted through clenched teeth and slapped his face. 

“Ha, ha!” he roared pushing her down to the floor.

“Get off me. How dare you?” He began pressing his groin against her. “I said stop it! Stop laughing!”

“Oh, girl! You lighting my fire!” 

“James-” His hands were tugging at her panties again. “Stop it,” she screamed in his ear. “I don’t want you! Now, get your sorry ass off me!”

“All right, all right.” He grinned, backing off her. “No need to shout. But damn, girl. You sure can get a man going sometimes.”

“Pervert,” she mumbled, getting to her feet. Her panties were torn apart so she stepped out of them. “Don’t you dare come at me again,” she warned, noting he just about smacked his chops getting a glimpse of her bare hips. “Treat me like that again, I swear, I’ll turn you into a cockroach.”

“Oh stop, playing hard to get. You ain’t got to like me to fuck.  Hey, let’s go back upstairs-”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“Naw,” he grinned, looking her up and down. “You still look good. Damn good.” Quick as a flash, he grabbed her hand. “We still belong to each other.”

“I want a divorce,” she blurted, yanking back her hand.

“What?”  

“Don’t look all surprised. What you expect to happen?”

“You don’t have grounds for a divorce. I’m not unfaithful to you. You all but gave me your blessing to get my needs taken care of outside of this marriage when you closed your thighs up so tight!”

“Keep talking crazy,” she said, heading up the stairs. “Maybe I won’t have to divorce you. I’ll just register you in the nearest nuthouse.”

“A smartass mouth ain’t one bit cute, Scarlett.”

“Whatever,” she tossed over her shoulder, trotting up the last couple of steps. It made her mad that she let him get her all riled up first thing. After slamming the bedroom door shut, she leaned against it, taking deep calming breaths. She felt on the verge of violence, while he laughed at her, amused at everything she just said or did. He wasn’t even concerned about her wanting a divorce.

“Scarlett.” He was stomping up the hallway. She had to get out of the house quick before that idiot decided he had to aggravate her some more. “Scarlett?” He eyed her, noticing the quick change of clothes, obviously, not liking that she’d used a little magic again. “You going somewhere?”

“Yeah.” 

“Where?”

“Just out.” He stood in the doorway blocking her exit. “Well, you going to move or what?”

“Scarlett, look, uh...”

“Forget it. What’s one more-” He pinched her nose and covered her mouth with one hand. It hurt. And she couldn’t breathe as he dragged her across the floor to the big chair in the corner. Vainly, she swiped at his hands on his face, realizing, she was about to pass out. He was cutting off her power, making her too weak to fight back. But why was he attacking her? They always bickered left and right. 

“I’m sorry, baby,” he said, forcing her down into the chair, still not allowing her to breathe. “When you wake up, everything will be fine. Just calm yourself down.”

Her mouth tasted of cotton. She opened her eyes staring at the ceiling. “Ohhh...” Sitting up she felt weak, so she lay back down. Her heartbeat pumped in her ears, when she realized something must have put her in the state she was in. This wasn’t just waking up feeling under the weather. “James?” He wasn’t there. 

Calming her breathing, she tried to remember what happened. No need to panic. Wasn’t the first time she fainted, and she wasn’t really hurt, her body was beginning to feel better by the second. Settling into the pillows, she began to feel comforted. “Mmm,” she softly moaned, seeking the source of the gentle caressing hands that moved up and down her body, familiar hands that soothed her. Rolling to her back, she welcomed the barely there massaging of her breasts. Sighing softly, she allowed herself to be carried back into the bliss of the dream.

“Scarlett?” He stood over her holding a tall glass of orange juice on a tray. “You feeling better?”

“Huh?” 

“You got dizzy. I brought you up here to lie down.”

“Oh.” And she must have amnesia because she couldn’t remember anything since going to bed last night.  “But-”

“I keep telling you to wear a mask when you try out new remedies.”

“Right,” she mumbled taking the glass of juice. An entire day had passed, judging from the dim light penetrating the curtains. Yet she felt absolutely wonderful. She downed the juice in two gulps.

“Look, uh,” he announced taking back the empty glass. “Since you’re feeling better, I’m going to head on out.”

“Out?” He thought she was sick and he was going out, already dressed for the evening with jewelry and enough cologne to gag a mule. His hair was all glossy and brushed to death. He was headed for a hot time. So much for spousal concern she thought with a little smirk.

“Why you laughing?”

“Because you are ridiculous.”

“Oh,” he said, placing the tray under his arm to glare down at her. “Next time you get sick, see if I stick around.”

“Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“What for? You obviously needed a good snooze. How you feeling for real, baby?” He eyed her like he thought she’d lie or something.

“Fine enough.”

“Scarlett?”

“What?” She looked up at him. Concern was evident on his face. Not about her health, she was certain. More likely he was uneasy. Figuring if she was actually sick he’d have to cancel his plans.

“You got something to say?”

“You went out last night,” she said.

“So?”

“I know what kind of deviant you are, but it still amazes me how eager you are to be someone’s bloody dinner.”

“Ain’t anybody eating me,” he replied tightly. “It’s all fun and games. If you’d for once-”

“Keep dreaming.”

“All right, babe,” he grinned. “I’m out of here. Be a good little witch and get some more rest. No need to wait up for me.”

“As if,” she snorted, turning on her side giving him her back.

“Pleasant dreams,” he sang out on his way out.

She listened at the sounds of him bounding down the stairs then out the front door. He was excited and ready for the night.
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“Happy birthday to me,” she muttered looking down at the giant cupcake on her plate. It was big enough for three people to eat. She got it all down in two minutes washing it down with a strawberry smoothie. “Well, that didn’t do the trick,” she said, tossing money on the table for the waitress. 

Out in the bright sunlight, she turned her face up and closed her eyes basking in the vibrant warmth. It was a feeling that should be bottled and saved for future use. Lord knew feelings like this did not last. She walked down the sidewalk away from her car. She didn’t really want to go home. Lately, all she wanted to do was get in bed and sleep and dream. But not today, today she felt too edgy to sleep. She craved what was real. She wanted to feel excited again. She wished she had it like Kate Flowers. She wanted a man worth getting excited about again, instead of the kind that didn’t bother to wish you good morning, or even a happy birthday.

On impulse, she dug around in her purse for the cell phone she hardly used to call her sister. Wild, her sister might be, she had a calming effect, if only for a little while. Maybe it was a witch thing, maybe they needed to be together or things got crazy.

“Scarlett, girl what you doing calling so early?”

“It’s eleven o’clock. What’s all that noise? Where you at?”

“Just out, sis. What’s up?”

“Nothing. I’m just out walking.”

“Walking? Where you going?”

“Nowhere.” Scarlett felt like hanging up, suddenly feeling ashamed of herself. “I don’t know what to do. He’s getting worse, and walking around acting like it’s normal.”

“Well,” Sylvia began then stopped with a sigh.

“What? Go on.” She was dying to anyway. 

“Oh Scarlett, why you- all right. But I know you don’t want to hear this.”

“Of course, I don’t.”

“And you never listen to me anyway.”

“Maybe he needs help or something.” She was grasping and she knew it. “I know I should leave.”

“Yes!”

“But I can’t. Not until I figure things out. He wasn’t like this when we met. He’s like a doppelganger, or something.”

“Scarlett, stop it. James is no doppelganger. He’s just a pervert. And like I said, you don’t want to hear this, but for him his behavior is normal.”

“Allowing himself to be bitten and cut up is normal?”

“There is a growing subculture of this kind of deviation. Clubs are sprouting up left and right, right here in Winsor. It’s just fun for most people. However, some like James prefer to make it a lifestyle. But that doesn’t give him the right to treat you like this. What he does out there shouldn’t affect your life when you haven’t agreed to indulge. You haven’t, right?”

“God, no. Anyway, how come you seem to know so much about that stuff?”

“I just do, and let’s leave it at that.”

“You’ve done some of those things, haven’t you?”

“Girl, I am not about to start giving you the details of my sexual adventures.”

“Cool. I’ll probably throw up anyway.” 

“Sounds about right. Anyway, you coming out with me tonight?”

“I don’t-”

“Girl! Zap up something sexy and leave what ails you locked up at home!”

“I don’t know if a wild party is what I need.”

“A wild party is always what a girl needs.”

“I don’t know.”

“You need to meet new people, Scarlett.”

“You mean men, don’t you?”

“They are people.”

“Seems those kinds of people are the problem these days.”

“You got married too young and to the wrong man. You’re still young, Scarlett. Do something about yourself before you dry up to something useless.”

She was right her unhappiness was her own making.

“Scarlett?”

“Yeah.”

“You all right? When was your last rejuvenation cycle?”

“I don’t know.”

“Scarlett!”

“Oh Sylv!”

“Damn it, Scarlett.” Sylvia sighed into the phone then blew out her breath before continuing. “I know you did one three years ago, because we did it together. Tell me, it hasn’t been three years.”

“It hasn’t been three years,” she lied. “Sylv?” Her sister had gone silent, indicating she was getting upset with her. “Hey, you said there was a party?”

“It’s not for you, now that I think about it.”

“Sis, don’t be like that.”

“Oh, you can slowly kill yourself, but I can’t get funky with your pitiful ass?”

“I’m not pitiful! And I’m not killing myself!”

“You know what, Scarlett? Next time, why don’t you call somebody that don’t give a damn about you and tell them the bullshit you just told me? Maybe they’ll like listening to it.”

“Fine, then. I only called you because it’s my birthday and you’re my sister.”

“Well then, happy birthday, Scarlett! Is there anything else?”

“No, there isn’t anything else.” Scarlett clenched her teeth and her fist. Some sister. “You know what, Sylvia? You can be such a bitch to your only sister in this world!”

“Bye, Scarlett.”

“Hey!” She’d ended the call. Hung up on her! Scarlett halted to stare at the phone. “Why that little girl!” She exclaimed and walked right into the chest of a man. A very tall man with a hard chest. “Oh!” She dropped her phone on the sidewalk and it broke apart. “Great! Just great,” she said and kicked at the fragments. “Thanks a lot.” She glared at the stranger who was watching her practically dumbfounded. He stood right in her path, she’d have to tread in the mulch and flowers planted along the walk paths by the city to get around him. She didn’t feel like getting dirt on her heels, besides he should just get out of her way. “I can’t walk through you.” Actually, she could. His body wasn’t that hard. Demonstrating her impatience, she shoved her fists into her hips.

“Miss, I’m sorry you broke your phone, but it wasn’t my fault. You weren’t looking and walked into me and dropped it.” He stooped to one knee and began picking up the broken pieces. “Your battery popped out, the rest is just cosmetic damage,” he explained as he took his time rising up. His gaze took in her shape from her legs to the tight skirt that hugged at her hips. Finally, looking down at her chest, he offered her a smile. “I’m very sorry.”

“About what? Ogling me or not watching where you were going?”

“I’m very sorry I’m ruining your day.” The smile left his face but he continued to roam his eyes over her. “Haven’t I seen you before?”

“How would I know who you’ve seen before?” She picked the pieces of her phone from his hands. Big hands that gently held the delicate pieces. 

“I wasn’t ogling you,” he replied in a rich smooth masculine voice that went through her belly. “I was just admiring your shape.”

“Well, I hope you liked what you saw,” she quipped and backed away a step as she opened her purse to toss the cell phone inside. 

“Very much. You are a very attractive lady. My name is Laurence.” He offered her his hand, she just looked up at him. At his strong face. He was dark, not Black, but deeply bronzed and coppery. His twisted hair touched down to the bottom of his shoulders. “I’m Laurence Nashoba,” he said and extended his hand again and waited.

“Nashoba? Is that Japanese?”

“No, it’s American. Choctaw.”

“I’m-” About to give my name to a complete stranger. “My name is Scarlett.” She slid her hand inside his and noticed how big it was compared to hers. She looked up into his smile again and found she wanted to smile back, but she didn’t. His grip tightened and she experienced a warmth flowing between them. Her nature was intrigued even if her mind preferred to remain calm. She wondered if he felt her energy the way she felt his. Must not, she concluded as he wasn’t doing anything more than smiling at her. He probably met and tried to get next to women all the time. She pulled her fingers out of his grip. “I apologize for going off about my phone. I’m just having a bad day.”

“I understand.”

She gave him a parting smile then turned back heading for her car. 

“Scarlett?” 

His voice startled her as she did not hear his footsteps following so close behind. A big guy like him so light on his feet. At home James made noise wearing his socks on the carpet.

“Yes?” 

“Would you join me for a drink?” He indicated the pub just a few steps down. 

“A drink?”

“Just hang out a moment and relax.” He was so close, she could feel his body heat. Why were her senses so keen and wide open today? 

“I can’t. I have at least a million things to do today.”

“You can do all that after we share a drink or two.” 

“No, Mister Nashoba. I really can’t.” 

“You don’t drink?”

“I don’t let men I bump into buy me drinks.”

“Then how do you make friends?”

“I already have enough friends.”

“Can’t squeeze in one more?”

“More like I shouldn’t.”

“Okay fine. But look, my business is just down the street. If you ever come around again, please drop in anytime.” He took out his wallet and offered her his card.

She read the card out loud. “Nashoba and Company?” 

“We are a protection agency. Body guards and investigations.” He touched her elbow and said, “The next time we meet we won’t be strangers.”

“I suppose.”

“Can I walk with you to your car?”

“It’s just a few steps. You really don’t need to go out of your way.” She hurried off down the sidewalk and got in her car. Behind the wheel she watched him in her rearview mirror. He was standing as if rooted to the spot gazing after her. “What are you waiting for? Shuffle your fine self on off.” Instead, he trotted up to her passenger side window. “Yes?” She leaned over to his face in the window.

“Just wanted to tell you, I’m glad you bumped into me. When I asked if I’d seen you before that wasn’t part of a line. I have seen you before.”

“Well, this town isn’t really that big.” 

“Aren’t you curious to know where I’ve noticed you before?”

“Um, sure. Where have you noticed me before?” Indeed where, the supermarket, or the dry cleaners? 

“You are a member of Le Chateau, right?”

“What?” The most exclusive and nastiest club in town? “Me?” So that was why he practically undressed her with his eyes. “You think I-” She pressed her lips together and searched around her car seat for her keys. “I am not a pervert,” she said, forcing the key into the ignition and turned it over. 

“All right, my mistake. But I take it you are familiar with this place?”

“No.”

“Come on, Scarlett, I’ve seen you there.”

“Then that must mean you are very familiar with the place.”

“Been there a time or two on business. Are you sure-”

“Look, I just told you, you never saw me at such a raunchy club! What are you about anyway?” Now that she thought about it, bumping into him probably wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t like either of them came around a corner. He’d bumped into her on purpose just to make a move on her. 

“I’m not about anything, except trying to meet a lovely lady. If I was out of line with that, please excuse the hell out of me,” he replied rather tartly and backed off, hands in pocket. 

“You’re excused,” she said and put the car in gear.

Meet new people her sister said. Yeah, that was the answer, she thought as she pulled away from the curb, and the frowning stranger she left gazing after her on the sidewalk.
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“I’m saying you don’t have any spark left!”

“That’s bullshit!” And Sylvia was pissing her off. She still had magic and she could work it just fine. “I don’t care if you don’t understand the way I live my life.”

“You are a witch, Scarlett. It makes me sick the way you let him bind your hands. You should be running that so called marriage. Walter would never presume to control me.”

“I see,” Scarlett smirked, eying the blond young man that her sister didn’t mind blabbing all her business in front of. He obviously, didn’t think he should at least put on a shirt in front of a lady. “Why do you hang out here?”

“Why not, it’s a fun place.”

“It’s a whorehouse and you’re married and that boy is too young for you to be playing with.”

“Stephen is not a boy.”

“Can’t you at least put some clothes on him?”

“Wow, Scarlett. You sure can act ignorant when you want to.”

“Why did you summon me here anyway? I’ve got at least a million things to do today.” That last comment got a roll from her sister’s eyes. The young man laughed softly. He was the quiet type. And very pretty with a lean masculine body that could grace the cover of any erotic fantasy novel. Scarlett got up from amid the pillows and cushions on the floor of the private room. The room reminded her of the inside of Jeannie’s bottle on I Dream of Jeannie.

“I just want you to loosen up and have some fun for a change. Meet new people and have a new experience.” She smiled at the young man. As if on cue, he rose and went to Scarlett. She backed up and tripped on a satiny pillow and ended up in his arms.

“Relax, Scarlett. Stephen is great! He’s your birthday present.” 

“Girl, get this boy off me,” she said, feeling embarrassed. She rushed to grab her purse. “Anyway, my birthday was two days ago.”

“She doesn’t like me.”

“It’s nothing personal,” Sylvia assured him. 

Scarlett glared at her sister. “I am ready to go home!”

“Scarlett, nobody is-”

“Are you coming with me or not?”

“What if I’m not?” Sylvia asked a little crossed at her bossy attitude. 

“You saying you aren’t?” Scarlett challenged her back. 

“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”

To get home she needed to know the way to cast a spell to get back.  Teleporting had its drawbacks. Or she could lock on someone else’s location and home in on it. But no one was at the house as James’ night out had gone into the current day. No telling where he was or when he’d come stumbling home.

“Well?” Sylvia smiled, liking her dilemma. “How about spending a few more minutes downstairs until I’m ready to see you safely back home?” 

“The day I need you or anybody seeing me home is the day I’ll jump into my own balefire. Good night.”

“I’m calling your house in ten minutes,” Sylvia grinned.  

“Make it three,” Scarlett boasted.

“Oh, let’s not get too cocky.”

“Five minutes,” Scarlett insisted with a wide wave of her arms creating a mild wind in the confines of the room, and disappeared.

“Wow,” Stephen was impressed. “She can teleport?”

“Yes, but she’s going to fly home.”

“In five minutes? No freakin’ way! It’s more than thirty on the expressway.”

“I think I might take her that long since she’s mad.”
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It took her six minutes to complete the journey. Sylvia was right, she was a little washed out. Not knowing exactly where she was going added to her time and she was going to tell her that too.

Boy, was it fun, she enthused to herself, phasing through the front door. Flying as fast as she could, splitting the wind! Why on earth did she let James make her promise not to do it again? Young love? Trying to be the dutiful wife by respecting her husband’s wishes? Wanting to curb his fear?

She didn’t remember anymore. Just that she promised and it seemed the thing to do at the time. James had been so upset and jittery every time she cast a spell or lit a fire in the backyard. He told her he loved her but that seemed conditional once he found out she was a real witch. The palm reading and cooking up brews she did for a living when they met, according to him wasn’t magic, just special talent and skills. Shortly after they were married, he accused her of deception to get him to marry her. She was a girl then, she thought, going to the answering machine to check her messages. What was her excuse now?

Sylvia called twice, at three minutes then five minutes. She picked up the phone and speed dialed her sister.

“Seven minutes-” Sylvia answered the phone saying.

“Six,” Scarlett corrected. “Six minutes.”

“Okay, I’ll give it to you. A minute more than I bragged to Stephen, but I’m impressed.”

“Considering, I didn’t know my way exactly-”

“All right, I gave it to you already. You still got a little something.”

“Damned right,” Scarlett boasted, kicking out of her heels. “It was great, I feel like I could fly to the moon and back tonight!” Going out to her front porch, she surveyed the sky to find the moon. A poem from high school English literature came to mind. “Oh moon-” she began, getting carried away with herself.

“Sis!” Sylvia cut in before she got started. “You go fix yourself a cup of tea and calm down then go to bed.”

“Go to bed? Who can sleep after breaking the sound barrier? But really, sis, thanks for the nudge.”

“Night.”

“Night.” She hung up the phone looking at the moon. Many witches believed their power came from the moon, that the Goddess herself kissed newborn infants making them her children. Scarlett wasn’t sure if she believed in the Goddess, but there was magic in the moon. 

And a vibe in the night air. 

She sharply scanned her street from her front porch. Something or someone was out there very aware of her. She hurried onto the lawn as the feeling began to retreat. It was physically moving, like a person backing off and then running. She ran into the street thinking to chase it, but it was fast, gone as quickly as it came. 

Four

He was fast. Supernatural people called it, but it was natural for a man beast. Since he’d started changing, he was capable of extraordinary things; great strength and speed were at the top of his list. From the beginning, he’d loved feeling special, liking the warmth in his blood flowing through his veins, hearing his and other people’s hearts beating. Becoming a werewolf was one of the best things that ever happened to him.

He thought it now, driving his car to the other side of town. Even during the bad years with Cedric in charge of pack activity. Cedric had ruled with a tight stranglehold on every wolf. Tough as it was though, looking back it was better than being leaderless. And he wished four years ago, he’d been ready to throw his hat in rather than let things go on unofficially. The freedom they all delighted in after Cedric’s death wasted away into chaos and shame. The newspapers were full of it. 

His cell phone vibrated in his shirt pocket, he pulled over to answer it. “Nashoba.”

“Man, where you at?”

“Mikey?”

“Dude, everybody is over here at Malcolm’s.”

“Mikey, I’ve been burning the candle at both ends. I’m not into shoving my way on some crowded dance floor.”

“I ain’t talking about dancing. Halloran just walked his red head on them bowlegs up in here. It’s the perfect opportunity to get some things taken care of.”

“Tonight? Man, I can hardly-”

“So what you want me to tell Tia?” Mikey cut into his fatigue. “She ain’t about to be entertaining that bastard for her health. So, if it’s some honey that’s got you all reluctant...”

“Mikey, that’s not even-” 

“Just wrap that stuff up right now. Or let me know you ain’t as serious as you’ve been talking these last few months.”

“Just give a person time to think, Mikey. Damn.”

“Yeah, damn. So what you going to do?”

“I’m coming.”

“Cool. Then it’s for real then?”

“Yeah, Mikey. It’s for real.” Laurence slipped his phone into his jacket’s pocket and remained sitting on side of the road. He put his phone conversation out of his mind to contemplate Scarlett’s startling heartbeat. At first she seemed so at peace and calm, then she abruptly spiked. Her heart pumped like she was running the fifty yard dash for a few moments until she slowly calmed down. He worried if she were all right. He got out of the car, again and sniffed the air to isolate her scent again and listened for her heartbeat.
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The tension in the backroom was so thick, he felt he could cut it in half with a swipe of his claw. He took his seat at the end of the table. Mikey stood guard blocking the door, his dark brown face void of expression. Tia, a young petite blond with short bangs, sat at his right and some other young man he didn’t know at his left. One of Halloran’s crew no doubt.

Halloran made a slight disgruntled expression with his mouth that got on Laurence’s nerves. But he didn’t show it, just sat still and quiet, eyeing him back.

“You kept us waiting over forty minutes, Nashoba. I hope this meeting is worth the waste of my time.”

“Pack business is a waste of your time?”

“I’m here because Winsor isn’t big enough for two pack leaders.”

“We aren’t leaders,” Laurence pointed out. “Although we both have stepped up when needed. And for a lot of the younger wolves that does cause confusion. I agree one of us needs to step back.”

“You mean me?” Halloran sneered. He leaned forward, clasping his hands together on the tabletop. He worked his mouth in a menacing manner, like his fangs itched stuck up in his gums.

“Yes.”

“What’s wrong, Nashoba? You scared to let the pack decide?”

“Yes.”

Tia and Mikey exchanged concerned glances.

“Uh, would you care to explain that?” Mikey asked from the door.

“At this time the vote would be a sham. Half the pack would vote out of fear. They know attempts on my life have been made and think my personal offer of protection is worthless.”

“Maybe that’s because it is worthless.”

“Regardless,” Laurence said. “Any wolf that comes to me with anything concerning what you and Monique Sanchez have going on at Le Chateau has my full protection.”

“That is my business, Nashoba. Not a pack issue.”

“It is a pack issue when young cubs you offer to her are kept enslaved and tortured. To my knowledge two cubs were maimed after receiving injuries and ignored for hours.”

“Accidents happen.”

“Losing limbs from what is supposed to be adult entertainment is no accident!”

“Easy there,” Halloran smiled. “Before things get out of hand, I suggest we take a vote.”

“The entire pack votes, Halloran.”

“Not when two males would rather fight. All we need is ten witnesses.”

“I would rather we voted. I don’t want leadership through default. I want a clean campaign.”

“Clean?” Halloran rose up in his chair. “After the accusations you just made against me with no proof?”

“It’s the truth, everyone
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