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      Sophie

      Frustration tore at my brain as I stared at the computer screen in my office. Nothing was adding up, again. I rubbed the bridge of my nose and pressed my fingers into my aching eyes, trying to relieve some of the tension and eye strain plaguing me. There was just no way, I had been so careful this time, pinching every penny that came in and twice for every one that went out. I sifted through the receipts on my desk and opened up a fresh spreadsheet. Meticulously, I put in the numbers and ran the calculations for what felt like the fiftieth time.

      I was short.

      No ifs ands or buts about it. There was simply no way that I could make all of my payments for the month. I’d already cut down everything I could. Skimping on groceries until I was practically living on Ramen, turning off the heat and wrapping in extra quilts every night, because Octobers in Maine could be as cold as the Dickens, and we had snow predicted for the weekend. But until I managed to sell my house, I just wouldn’t have the money to stretch both to the shop’s mortgage, and my home’s.

      The shop had been passed down to me from my mother—and her mother before that—and it had been doing well, until the shifters came out to the general public. Okay, it wasn’t really their fault, they had been sort of shoved into the spotlight. But ever since then, interest in Occult had become interesting at best.

      In cities like New Orleans, things had boomed. Stores and businesses specializing in any kind of supernatural element were thriving, expanding, pulling in thousands by the day. But up in Northern Maine where things were a little more conservative, business hadn’t been as good. Okay, it was shitty. Really shitty.

      I took one final look at the pile of receipts and bills that littered the countertop of Occult Books and sighed. I knew what I had to do. Something that I had been putting off for months, but now it was unavoidable. And might even be too late.

      Slipping off my stool, I arched my back, pushing my hands deep into my hips trying to unknot the tension that I was holding in my upper back from hunching over the computer for far too long. I waited for the tell-tale pop, and then straightened. Grabbing the old Walmart bought sign, I strode over to the front window and plopped the red and white plastic sheet on the sill.

      Apartment for Rent.

      It wouldn’t help with my current month's bills, but maybe it would help keep me from losing the building my great great grandfather had built for his family business. But only if there was someone brave enough to take me up on the offer.

      Now to just call the paper, and let them know. And then pray.

      “I think that’s a good call,” came a whispery voice off to my right.

      My heart nearly stopped for a moment, and I had to clutch at my chest to get my bearings. “Mother.”

      “You should have done that months ago,” my mother’s voice wafted to me from beside the front window. “Could have saved you a great deal of stress.”

      “There are a lot of things that might have saved me a great deal of stress,” I grumbled under my breath as I climbed back up onto my stool and faced my computer once again. The screen wavered slightly as the cool breeze that was my mother’s presence pressed closer.

      “I didn’t quite hear that, dear.”

      “Nothing,” I huffed, reaching for the old rotary dial phone that sat on my desk for just such occasions. “I need to call the paper.”

      “I’m not stopping you.”

      I turned and glared at where the icy presence was the strongest. “You’re a ghost.”

      “Yes, thanks, I noticed.” I could almost imagine her checking her nails as she said that, rubbing a bit of imaginary dirt off one finger before checking them again. Granted, now everything to do with my mother was imaginary. At least in the bright sunlight that came screaming through the front window.

      Mom died three years ago, and had been bound to the building ever since. Now she was my constant—sometimes unwanted—companion.

      “Perhaps you should cast a charm before you call that old bat down at the newspaper.” I could feel her shift around me like she was going to the bookshelf herself, even though we both knew she wouldn’t be able to lift a thing. “Grease the wheels so that the bastard doesn’t just dump your request into the bin.”

      “He’s not going to throw my message away.” I pulled my family's Book of Shadows down from the shelf, where it was displayed behind the register, and flipped carefully through the old parchment, cautious of the loose pages and brittle paper. My fingers walked over the handwritten spells and notes, each sheet covered in black ink, annotations dripping down the margins, words layered over one another as new discoveries were added by members of my family, going back centuries.

      “That old book never changes,” I could hear the nostalgia in my mother’s voice as she rested just over my shoulder, chilling my back. I was almost tempted to grab a sweater when she drifted off again.

      A fortune spell could help, though what kind of fortune that it would bring was never certain. Maybe a prosperity candle. But, those could be ambiguous as well.

      My mother had taught me that we never use spells for personal gain. I could set the intention to success or affluence, but the gods chose what form those intentions would take. And the way things had been going for me, I would be burdened with a wealth of knowledge, or a bountiful crop of basil. Neither of which would help with my predicament. Though having fresh basil would add a little flavor to my diet of mac and cheese and ramen.

      A gust of wind fluttered through the half open front door. Loose pages from the book flew across the shop, scattering like leaves in a storm.

      “Well, poop,” I humphed and fisted my hands into my hips.

      “Don’t curse, dear,” my mother said almost absently as her presence floated closer again.

      “I’m pretty sure they can say poop on television now,” I muttered as I gathered the pages back up and settled myself back down on my stool.

      The last page to settle, fluttered down onto my desk, landing neatly back on top of the book.

      It was a spell I hadn’t seen before, though with the number of pages folded and stuck into the massive book, it wasn’t a surprise. I picked up the paper between my fingers carefully, in deference to the yellowing of the page. The thick parchment was covered in spiky scrawl. It was the first spell I had come across without any notes running up and down the sides of the page.

      I folded it back up and placed it in the book, rounding the desk to grab the other loose incantations scattered about the front of the store. When I returned, the spell was once again unfolded and laying on top of the open book. I carefully stacked the loose papers and tucked them under a mortar and pestle that was sitting on my desktop after getting damaged during shipping. I was still waiting for an answer from the company about a replacement.

      “Signs come in all forms, my little one,” Mother reminded me. “What does it say?”

      I picked up the parchment page and read it. Reading over the list of ingredients, every one of them I had in stock. “A spell for the new moon. Huh. Alright.” I started pulling down the things I would need for the spell, and tucking them behind the counter. “A spell to mend a wounded soul. I guess you could say my soul is a bit of a mess, along with the rest of my life.”

      “Well?” she said impatiently. “What’s holding this shindig up? Let's make some magic.”
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      Fenrir

      The lights of the city streaked by me as I revved my engine, pulling another burst of speed from my bike as I wove around the pervasive city traffic, the breath catching in my throat as I rounded a steep curve. I could feel sweat trailing down my back, chilling my skin as the wind whipped past me. I had to have lost them. The pathetic little street gliders were no match for my Harley. The Devil Demons hadn’t even sent their best after me. Just a bunch of lazy prospects rode my tail. An admirable trait in an adversary.

      I risked looking behind me as I slid around another corner, the potholed asphalt of the New York City street nearly scraping the surface off my threadbare jeans, the only ones I had clean. Mistakenly thinking I was finally safe, that I had thrown off the Devil’s Sgt at Arms when I’d slipped through the Holland Tunnel with no resistance earlier. Boy was I wrong, cause there were three boys on my ass the second I had left my meet up.

      Fucking bastards. Something was wrong, ‘cause no way my Prez had been careless enough for the dirty Demons to catch wind of something as important as what I had stashed in my saddle bags.

      I rubbed the grit off my pants, but they appeared to be fine, which was good. There was no way I would be able to go back to the clubhouse, not with our biggest rivals practically licking my ass. Fucking wet behind the ears prospects should not be able to ride me so hard, not without help. Fuck, I hadn’t seen a patched member amongst them, and we were in DDMC territory, they should be flying their colors proud. Where mine were under my jacket trying to slip under the radar. Hadn’t rudding helped that was for sure.

      “Ready to give up?” A voice shouted over my growling engine.

      What had those assholes got on me to track me through dense city traffic? No way a bunch of teenagers could keep up for miles over packed streets.

      “Not bloody likely, sweetheart.”

      I ducked as I felt the heat of a spell heading in my direction. Fucking prospects shouldn’t have access to spells, either. Gods dammit, something was fishy as hell. The window of a car off to my right exploded in a flash of bright green. Dicks weren't holding their shit back at all. Curses burned green and could boil the skin off a grown man. And shifter blood wasn’t going to do crap to save my hide. Boys must have found balls of steel somewhere.

      “You ain’t gonna lose us this time, Dryden.” At least they sounded a little desperate, voices squeaking over the rumble of my bike. Which was fucking good, cause I was nearly hitting an empty tank of reserves and magic could only extend my gas milage so far.

      “You keep telling yourself that.” I dodged another spell, bright purple exploded on the sidewalk right beside me. “Shit.” A chunk of concrete nearly decapitated me as the street was littered with dust and ash. “That all you got, cupcake?”

      “Oh, we’re saving the best for when we catch you.” Another green streak whizzed past my face and hit a light pole that teetered before it hit the pavement in an eruption of glass and arcs of electricity. “We’ve got our witch's best spell ready for your ass.”

      Well that sounded terrible.

      I dusted my shoulders free of bits of concrete and whatever New Yorkers had muddied their sidewalks with. Probably not something I wanted to contemplate. As the store front to my left lost its front window, and the dresses caught with bright blue flame, I finally found an alleyway that I could duck down. There were only so many fucking alleys in the fucking city, and riding out in the open was bound to eventually attract some attention with the fireworks following in my wake. I mean, it was NYC, but at some point someone was bound to notice the blatant use of magic on the streets. Better to lead my dear friends off somewhere that I could actually defend myself against the onslaught.

      The low light of the alley was no problem for me, but I could see the beams from the headlights behind me, lighting every nook and cranny I could possibly duck into. Their spells were flying wild, sending garbage cans and dumpsters into the air. I could feel eyes on us from above, and knew we needed to wrap up our little spat before the Council was contacted.

      I peered back at them. The bright red of their bikes were haloed in the street lights from behind the boys, magic crackling around their hands as they readied incantations. I didn’t even see the chain link fence before I nearly ran directly into it.

      I stopped short, eyeing the barrier with trepidation. I could get through it. Easy. All I had to do was open my maw and roast the bitch to slag, but that would bring the Elders down on all our asses and Hell’s Fire MC did not need any more eyes on us.

      “Nowhere to go now, is there Fen?” The sharp thud of leather boots echoed menacingly around us. Asshole wasn’t wrong. The fence was nearly fifteen feet tall. There was no way that a man of my stature, even standing just over six foot, could easily scale the barrier. Not with four bikers as close as they were. One spell could melt the metal right out from under me, and I didn’t relish landing in a pool of molten aluminum.

      Looked like the Devils had me at a loss.

      I kicked my kick stand down and leaned my Harley against it then stood slowly, raising my hands and threading my hands behind my head. DDMC weren’t known
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