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Chapter 1: No Love


[image: image]


Jessica could feel his warm breath on the back of her neck as his fingers slowly discovered the buttons of her sweater. It may have been early May in Michigan, but the heat from their two bodies made the lovers impervious to the plummeting fall temperatures. Jessica turned and pulled Adam closer until her mouth found his. He kissed her hard. She was eager, too. She whispered between kisses, “Did you bring the blanket?”  

Adam reluctantly pulled his body from hers to turn and reveal a rolled up sleeping bag from his backpack. “I brought everything. Tonight is going to be perfect,” he assured her. “No parents, no curfew, just you, me, the beach and the moon.”  

Jessica bit her lip. “Did you remember the condoms?” As soon as she said it, she was grateful for the cover of night. The intensity of her embarrassment immediately tightened her stomach, and she felt a wave of nausea wash over her. She pursed her lips together. Adam surely would have seen it if they had more than the moon and stars to illuminate their faces. 

Adam held up two purple packets confidently between his index and middle finger. “Stole them from my brother,” he announced proudly. 

Jessica crossed one foot over the other, sheepishly. She and Adam had been dating for just shy of four months and had spent the last two weeks planning their secret meeting on Belle Isle. She watched Adam as he smoothed out the blanket and placed the packages of condoms on the corner. He returned to her, taking her in his arms. A nervous shiver ran through Jessica’s body, and she trembled. “We’ll go slow like we planned,” he whispered. “I love you,” he added.

“I love you, too,” she sighed, burying her head in his chest. She felt like she was standing on a cliff, high above a village below. She had left the people and places she had known that afternoon as a person who had only known herself in all the ways that were intimate and private. By morning, she knew she would be different. She was not sure how, exactly, but to offer access to her body in a way no one had ever explored or touched her was guaranteed to change her. 

For all the shyness that she felt looking at the condom packets, it seemed to melt away the minute they were in each other’s arms. She kissed Adam gently, at first. As their lips lingered, the desire grew. 

Jessica’s head swam with a wanting she had never known before. Her heart beat so hard she thought it might burst from her chest. 

“Ok,” she heard Adam breathlessly say in her ear. “Like we planned.” 

Reluctantly, she stopped kissing him, but smiled. This was it. She loved him so much in that moment. He wanted it to be special for her. So many of her friends’ boyfriends had never given any thought at all to their first time. 

“I’ll be right back,” she said with a nervous giggle. 

Jessica left the soft sand of the beach and stepped over tall sea grass, making her way to the tree line. Her fingers trembled with nerves and cold as she took off her sweater and shimmied off her jeans. She nearly fell over and laughed at herself as she struggled to hurriedly remove her sneakers and socks. Jessica heard the rustling of the brush in the darkness. “No peeking,” she scolded. “Besides, I’m ready.” She shivered and returned to the sandy beach where she stood with her arms across her breasts. Her teeth chattered as she called Adam’s name.   

Saplings just beyond the edge of the moonlight moved. She bit her bottom lip as she threw away her shyness, revealing her body and uncovering her breasts. Adam stepped into the light and gave her a smoldering smile. He offered his hand to her, and she took it. He kissed her as he pulled her to him, and Jessica was grateful for the warmth of his body against hers. 

Resisting their nerves and the cold, they ran to the blanket hand in hand, and the two fell onto the sleeping bag. Their bodies entwined. Nervous laughter was exchanged for breathless desire. Jessica gave a small moan as Adam kissed her neck. His lips headed south, making his way slowly down her torso. 

Wanting became Jessica’s entire world. She entangled her fingers in his hair with one hand and gripped the edges of the sleeping bag with the other. She thrust her hips upward, inviting him in. Adam had reached her torso and he heard her hiss. Her fingers felt his head jerk upwards. “That’s an interesting sound,” he laughed. 

“What?” Jessica asked breathlessly.

Adam was not listening anymore. She heard the crinkling of plastic and opened her eyes to see Adam kneeling over her. “Ready?”

She smiled and took in a deep breath. She sat up and kissed him, helping him as they fumbled with the unfamiliar protection. He pressed his lips to hers and the two of them lay back down, their two bodies becoming one as their passion rose. She wanted him and pulled his hips into her body. She heard him moan. She looked at him and Adam’s face suddenly contorted, instantly changing from a look of pleasure to one of agony. He gritted his teeth. Jessica gripped his arms, “Am I doing it wrong?”

Instead of answering, Adam screamed. 

Jessica’s heart leapt into her throat. Something was wrong with Adam. She was suddenly aware of the sand moving under the flannel blanket. She tried to sit up, but she was trapped under Adam’s rigid body. It felt as if every muscle in his legs and arms were iron bars, pinning her to the ground as he jerked and cried out. She fought to break free. Then she felt a searing hot pain in her left foot. 

She heard her own scream join Adam’s. 

Her logical mind struggled to make sense of it. Jessica’s train of thought blurred as the feeling of something cold and leathery brushed past her arm. She tried to gasp but it was hard to breathe. Adam stopped screaming and his muscles were trading in their tension for the sensation of his full, heavy weight on her. 

With all her strength, she rolled his body to the left of her and was met with a chorus of hissing. Adam’s face stared up to the sky, his eyes blank. As Jessica watched, Adam’s eyes began turning a milky white. Jessica sobbed in uneven jerks, but her fear told her to run. She stepped hard on the moving blanket, her clumsy feet feebly attempted to propel her to safety. The searing pain hit her hard again in the calf and then again in the thigh. 

The moonlight was becoming blurry, and she felt her body stiffen under the power of the moving, slithering beach. Her knees collapsed under her, and she fell to the ground. 

Jessica willed herself to blink. The moon was walking towards her. The moon, she thought as struggled to take a breath, was beautiful. As it grew closer, Jessica realized it was not the moon but a girl not much older than herself. Jessica tried to reach out a hand to her, but her muscles had long ago stopped listening to her brain. The poison was in control. Her plea for help was merely a breath as her jaws locked.

The mysteriously beautiful girl stood before Jessica as if bathed in a robe of white light. Three feathers graced her head like a crown. Jessica knelt before the princess as she struggled to take in one last breath. The feathered princess waved her hand and the snakes obediently gathered at her feet like dogs. 

As Jessica made her final exhalation, she heard the princess whisper, “There is no room for love here on my island.” 

The words echoed in Jessica’s ears and her body fell over sideways. Her innocent face plummeted into the sand as her eyes turned the milky white color of the moon.
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Chapter 2: No Time to Waste
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An early evening spring breeze blew gently through the curtains of Mrs. Sidway’s dining room window, making the flames of the seance candles on the table flicker and dance. Amanda had not planned to call her mother, inviting her to the Coven meeting, of course, but her mother and the witches of the group had been long time friends. She was not the only one grieving, she reminded herself. The breeze picked up slightly at the sound of Victoria’s voice and the candle in front of Amanda blew out.

With all that magic in the room, Victoria was easily summoned. Laughter soon erupted from the women around the table and Amanda watched, aghast as her mother, even as a ghost, elevated the party. Victoria was a force of nature even when she was dead. Amanda confessed, if only to herself, that she missed the mischievous, overbearing woman. 

She had questions. 

So. Many. Questions about the house left to her, Henri, Victoria’s familiar and at one point, lover, until she turned him into a cat. 

Moreover, she had questions about the spells Victoria had cast on her and the Sheriff in town. Her first Michigan winter in years and the repairs on the house after fighting the Dogman and his pack of werewolves had torn the old farmhouse as well as her love life apart. She and Victoria had never been close so why did she miss her mother now that she was gone? Fits of giggles erupted from the room and Amanda reminded herself that apparently, Victoria, at least the party-ghost incarnation, was alive and well. It did not make her feel any better.

Despite the whoops and cheers of the gathering, Amanda’s mind wandered from the coven meeting. Her mind recalled the image of a tarot reading she had given herself when she felt snowed in and lonely a few months back. Moving images had played in her mind like a movie with the flipping of each card. A green wooded forest, the smell of the water and moss nearby, and Ashton holding her hand as they walked together, his gentle eyes glancing down at her and giving her a wink. As the vision expanded, she saw they were both wearing wedding bands.

Spring had arrived and the snow had melted throughout most of the wooded areas near town and still nothing close to this vision had come true. Amanda did not expect it to be so, especially because in her reading, she and Ashton had been married. Nevertheless, she ached for the bliss of what she had seen. She and Ashton had fallen a bit for each other while fighting and defeating the legendary Dogman last fall. Still, she wished the relationship would move to the next step. She could not help but wonder if their heat had been the result of Victoria’s enchanted baked goods and nothing more. Since her mother’s death, Amanda and Ashton had cooled.

She debated asking one of the witches for a love spell. Sure, Victoria had been baking (and feeding) enchanted baked goods to both Ashton and Amanda since Amanda had arrived back home to their small town in northern Michigan. Now, her mother was gone, at least physically. Amanda had magical inclinations on occasion, but she was not really sure her true magical vocation after a lifetime of stifling them. Love had never been her strong suit and she did not want to lose Ashton. On the contrary, she wanted more.

“It’s not the same without you!” Jane Sidway, a retired teacher and longtime of friend of Victoria’s exclaimed. “Coven meetings aren’t nearly as delicious.”

“In more ways than one,” Yvonne Sheraton added. “We haven’t had a naked man in the garden since you left.” The whole coven began laughing and Amanda joined them. “We’re just waiting for this one,” she pointed to Amanda, “to discover her gifts. Then, we can start sneaking summoning cakes to the men of town again.”

The ghostly face of Victoria stared back at Amanda with a hopeful look. Amanda knew she had always been a disappointment to her mother when it came to magical things. Growing up, the need to be “normal” had been more important to her. She wished she had not moved so far away for so long but there was no going back. Magic could do a lot of things, but it could not turn back time. Amanda just returned a small shrug to Victoria.

“How is it, you know, the spirit world,” asked April, a kitchen witch. 

“Oh, you know, I can’t tell you that. It breaks the rules,” Victoria scolded. Then the ghostly woman cupped her hands and whispered, “boring.” The women broke into fits of laughter once again.

Amanda yawned and stood up, “It’s getting late and I have workmen coming over to finish the library in the morning.”

“What gives,” said Mrs. Sidway. “Why don’t you enchant one of those handsome fellows to show up here next full moon?”

Amanda snorted, “Why don’t you hire him or one of the other dozen men finishing the renovations to come over here and fix your rickety fence? Enchant him yourself.” With that she went to the foyer and put on her coat and hat and headed for the front door. She felt her pocket vibrate with a text. It was Ashton.

“Are you dancing naked under the moon?” 

“Nah. The coven is lovely but they’re not the people I want to be dancing naked with,” she replied. “Heading home,” she added. She opened the door and standing on Mrs. Sidway’s stoop was a annoyed and grumbling Tom cat. A familiar voice interrupted her thoughts of a naked Ashton dancing in her bedroom.

"This is completely unacceptable!" Henri declared. "Victoria never would have left me under such circumstances."

“I’ve only been gone two hours and Jimmy was there. Did you walk all the
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