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      Walking between the guards, Morcant Korrigan ignored the noise of the prison surrounding him. His features sedate, he seemed in no hurry, ambling along with only his eyes darting to keep watch around his muscled form, his physique not bad for a man who’s lived in excess of a century. He had been sentenced to life without possibility of parole a short two months prior, but the old witch had no intention of spending his next hundred years in that wretched place.

      Arriving at the twenty-by-twenty room, four round tables with stools for seating occupied the barren space. The walls a dull gray, they matched his mood as he spied the lone figure occupying the visitation area. “All for me,” he mused to himself with a grimace. The prison had held visitations to a bare minimum and those few were solo since the pandemic began, so he counted himself lucky to get this one.

      “You got ten,” his keeper informed him, indicating for him to join his guest.

      Sauntering over the table, three large tomes held the center of the flat surface. Taking a seat, he growled, “They passed inspection?”

      “Yes, they’re letting you have them.” His voice muffled by his mask, the man across from him appeared to have no opinion on the matter.

      “Good.” Morcant fingered a leather cover, noting that both had seen better days. “Did you have any issues getting them out of the shop?”

      “No,” his conscript replied. “We are in lockdown due to the pandemic. The store hasn’t been open in months. No one saw me go in, and I doubt anyone will miss them.”

      “Excellent.” Morcant sneered, laying his palm flat against the leather binding he had been fondling. “What about my brother?”

      “He’s playing house with the redhead, Sarah, and her friend, Karen.”

      Morcant’s grin morphed into a scowl. “I heard about that. They have moved into my family dwelling.”

      “Yes,” the visitor clipped. “Can you reach them from here?”

      “Yes, but I have other plans at the moment. Once I am free of these bonds, I will recover the vessel that houses Brenna.” He glanced around to see that they remained alone in room, save the two guards near the door. “Once my freedom has been won, then we may focus on completing her awakening.”

      “Of course, Magister.” Tapping the table, the man fidgeted anxiously. “You have performed rituals here?” The visitor’s voiced quavered doubtfully. “You’d need –"

      “I have all that I need,” Morcant interrupted, “besides the spells. A guard has taken favor upon me, so I already possess all else that I require.”

      “You’ve been busy,” the visitor surmised with a grin.

      “Yes.” Morcant also smiled deviously. “Soon, new witches will arrive. They are part of my plan and will serve me well. Make sure they acquire that which they seek.”

      The visitor nodded, seeing a guard indicating the time to leave. “Then I will return when I have news to report.”

      “Indeed,” Morcant agreed. “But I warn you. You should not interfere with what I set in motion. Time is on my side. Days, weeks, and years of it. I intend to make the most of what I have, rest assured.”

      “How will I know if things are going all right, then?”

      “Trust me.” A guard arrived next to them, and Morcant hoisted his new books. “Thank you for the reading material, my friend.”

      “Reading material,” the officer scoffed, eyeing the beat-up texts. “You have weird taste, my friend.”

      Morcant scowled at him, standing at full height to face him. “I am not your friend.”

      “You got that right,” the guard continued to goad. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll see you in a few weeks then,” his visitor called after him as the coven leader reached the door.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” the guard shot back as they exited, the pair of uniforms laughing at what could only be an inside joke.
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      Walking hand in hand, Rider Bradshaw tugged gently at his girlfriend’s slender frame via the appendage. “That’s the best,” he mused, pointing at a balcony across the road.

      “Uh…” She groaned. “I don’t think so. I still like the one that had all the pink.” Grinning behind her mask, Merideth Monroe considered Mardi Gras of the past. Last year, she had been new to New Orleans, so that first one had seemed magical. However, it had turned out to be a super-spreader event as the pandemic slammed NOLA hard on its heels, forcing the residents to shelter in place for months on end.

      This year, with surges sweeping the nation and tourists still scarce, the old city had tried something new: Yardi Gras. She and Rider had even decorated their own balcony, and although she had little to compare it too, she thought the event had turned out a success. Frowning at his latest choice, she confirmed, “Definitely the pink one.”

      “You’re too hard to please,” he teased, pushing against her playfully with his shoulder. “How about we turn around and have some friend sex when we get home?”

      “My, how suave.” She giggled, enjoying his playful mood. They had always referred to their lovemaking in such a casual way, but lately she had begun to wonder if he would ever get past the ‘friend’ part. After over a year together, she had hoped to qualify as something more.

      Stopping short, he spun her to face him, removing his mask at the same time. His lips ready to plant his kiss, he tugged her covering off her ear and panted, “What else is there to do?”

      Lifting her chin, she closed the gap between them, the intimacy radiating around them. Any other time, their public display might have seemed ordinary, but in the midst of Covid, they stood out like a sore thumb. Passers-by cutting wide to the left or right, they lingered, the crowd grumbling at their interruption of their social spacing.

      “Home then,” she whispered when she broke the connection.

      Pivoting, Rider reclaimed her hand and guided her expertly down the walk. Arriving at the bottom of their stairs a few minutes later, he released his grip and sent her up ahead of him. Enjoying the swish of her tight rear end as she climbed, he practically drooled.

      Applying her key, Meri stumbled inside, the sound of a drop cloth crunching beneath her feet in the dimply lit room. “Watch my paint,” she warned as he closed the door behind them.

      “Sexy,” he growled, catching her at the hallway and lifting her to his chest. Carrying her the rest of the way, he dropped her across their bed, which stood in the last bedroom. Stripping off his hoodie, he could hear the thud of her shoes hitting the floor. “Lights?” he asked while tugging at his belt.

      “No,” she panted, also removing clothing as quickly as she could.

      Sprawling across her, his briefs stretched tight across his throbbing member. “I love you, Meri,” he breathed into her ear.

      “Yeah, I love you, too,” she agreed, stifling a sigh beneath her desire. Tugging at the elastic waistband, she groaned, “You’re not ready.”

      “Oh baby, I’m ready,” he pronounced, yanking at the covering to remove it. Plunging inside her, he pumped vigorously.

      Lying beneath him, Meri grunted, going through the motions. Once, she had felt lost in loving him, but her mind had been trapped in too many other things lately to give herself to him completely.

      From the front room, chimes began to play.

      “Shit.” Merideth pushed against his shoulders. “That’s my phone,” she huffed.

      “Forget it. You can call them back,” he pleaded into her hair.

      “I can’t. That’s my father’s ringtone.” Kicking her feet, she fought to dislodge him. “Please, Boo. I need to get that.”

      Rolling off her, Rider ran his fingers through his hair as he glared at the dark ceiling above them. Her bare feet patting the hardwood floor as she traversed the hall, he listened, his pulsing organ impatiently waiting for her return.

      “Hello? Are you there?” She panted heavily, pulling on the robe she had snatched from the hook on their door on her way by. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “You sound out of breath,” Garrett Monroe accused over the line.

      “I had to run to get to the phone,” she replied calmly, fighting to slow her lungs. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, things were the same at the doctor this morning. There hasn’t been any reduction in the size of the tumor,” her father stated bluntly.

      “Are they giving up?” Meri gasped. Sinking down to perch on the edge of a chair, she tugged the cloth around her more tightly.

      “No. They are going to run the next course of treatments…but it doesn’t look good. Your mother has very little time, sweetheart.”

      “Oh my God.” Tears streaked her cheeks. Staring at the dimly lit hallway, she knew Rider was still on the bed, waiting for her. The feel of the wetness between her legs made her uncomfortable with her father talking in her ear.

      The pause grew long, and Merideth caught a ragged breath from the other end of the call. “Please, Daddy,” she whispered. “You have to be strong. Mother needs you right now.”

      “I know she does,” he sniveled. “But I’m losing her all over again. Only this time, it’s slow, and I’m watching her disappear one treatment at a time.”

      “I know it’s hard,” she soothed.

      “Come home, pumpkin.” His voice quavered and he waited for her reply.

      “You know I can’t do that,” she replied gently.

      “Yes, you can. Fuck the pandemic,” her father shouted in her ear. “You get on a plane and you come home. That easy. Your mother has no time, love. If you want to see her again, you’ll make it happen. You know she wants you to be here.”

      Meri knew exactly that. Ezamay Monroe had asked her to return to Virginia every time they had spoken since her cancer had been discovered almost six months earlier, but so far Meri had refused the invitation.

      “I’ll think about it,” she replied crisply. Standing, she ended the call and dropped the device on the table and her robe onto the floor. Stomping down the hall, she found Rider lying sprawled across the bed where she had left him.

      Flopping herself over him, she demanded, “Let’s fuck.”

      “That’s what we were doing,” he shot back, flipping her over and tucking her beneath him. Back inside her, he thrust full force against her.

      “Harder,” she begged, lifting her feet towards the ceiling. Grinding her teeth, she urged, “Fuck that pussy.”

      “So nasty.” He slapped against her, catching her legs behind the knees and forcing them down to fold her in half.

      “Hurt me. That’s it. Oh, dear God,” she moaned.

      His hands squeezing harder, he couldn’t hold back the rush. “Ugh, not yet,” he groaned. Too late, he convulsed. “I wasn’t ready.” His deposit squished as he slipped out of her. “You’re lucky I couldn’t hold it.”

      “Were you going to put me on my knees?” she clipped, rolling onto her belly and grinding against the comforter.

      “Are you still on about that?” he demanded. Grabbing her arm, he tried to roll her to face him, but she pulled away. On her feet, she stomped out the door.

      “I’m first in the shower,” she called, slamming the door.

      Alone in their room, Rider sat back on his haunches, the mattress curved heavily between the weight of his knees. “Damn.” When they first became lovers, it had never been like this. Everything changed when her mother became sick. Sweet tender love making. That was his Meri. Now it was like he hardly knew her.

      Grabbing his underwear, he used them to clean himself, then pulled on his jeans raw. Thinking about her behavior, his gut ached. Only a few nights before, she had asked him to do things to her he had never done to anyone. Nasty things. Things he would never dream of doing to someone he cared so deeply for.

      Stomping to the kitchen, he started a pot of coffee and watched it trickle into the carafe. “Please, just let us make it through this,” he whispered aloud. The two of them had a great life coming, but first they had to get past her mother’s illness. “I know that’s why she’s so torn up.”

      Down the hall, the water cut off. Not waiting for her to join him, Rider poured a generous cup and moved to wait at the closed portal. When she opened it, he stepped forward, preventing her exit. “What did your father say?” he demanded.

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t give me that. I can tell something’s wrong, Meri.”

      “Move,” she huffed.

      “Not until you level with me.” Grasping her shoulder, he squeezed firmly, then massaged. Offering her the mug, he grinned. “Coffee?”

      Glaring at him, she sighed loudly, shrugging to remove his hand. Taking the hot liquid, she slurped it, then explained in a hushed voice. “My father is having a hard time dealing with it.”

      “He’s not the only one,” Rider observed quietly. “What’s the doctor say?”

      “She isn’t getting any better,” she clipped.

      “We should go,” he informed her, his voice still low. “I know you don’t want to, but Boo, we need to face this.”

      Her chin dimpled, then quivered. “I can’t, Rider.”

      “Going doesn’t mean you’re giving up on her. It will show how much you care,” he informed her gently. Drawing her into an embrace, he held her as her body jerked. When the tremors had subsided, he added more firmly, “I’m taking you home. I’ll rent us a car if you don’t want to fly.”

      “You would drive all the way to Virginia?” She sniffed, wiping at her pink-colored nose.

      “Boo, I would drive around the world for you.”

      Her eyes flickering up at him, she could see the tenderness his blue orbs held. Knowing how much he loved her, and how much this meant to her parents, she had no excuse to delay any longer. “Ok, I’ll pack a few things and you can arrange the flight. No sense in spending days driving.”

      “Do I get a shower before we go?” he teased, locating his phone.

      Meri bit her bottom lip, wishing she hadn’t rushed him. “I think we will have time for another round before we leave, so I wouldn’t bother.” Swaying her hips, she sauntered down the hall to take care of the chores before she changed her mind.
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      “Are you sure you’re good with flying?” Rider asked as they entered the airport.

      “Yes.” Merideth hoisting her bag further up on her shoulder. “This will be quicker. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can come home.”

      Rider felt a twinge in his gut at her use of the word home. She had lived with him for over a year, but lately he wondered if she regretted that choice. “We can stay as long as you need to. The gallery is still closed, and I can draw anywhere.”

      Boarding the plane a short time later, Meri took the window and did her best not to sulk. Her hand wrapped in his across the armrest, she wished they had something to talk about to distract them, but lately there had only been bad news to discuss. Glancing around at the masked faces that surrounded them in first class, she realized it wasn’t only happening to them. Lots of people were sick, and many had dying parents to worry about. In the pandemic, her suffering wasn’t special, and that made it hurt all the more.

      Landing a few hours later, Rider helped carry the bags to the rental counter, where they picked up a car. A dark gray sedan, the enormous trunk dwarfed their few belongings. “You could have brought half your closet,” Rider teased, hoping to lift her spirits.

      Appreciating his effort, Merideth managed a small smile. “I should have brought an empty suitcase and done some shopping instead.”

      “Now there’s an idea. Maybe we can spend a few days in the city before we fly home. I could use a vacation after all these months as a shut in.”

      “You and me both.” She rolled her eyes but giggled. Closing the distance between them, she presented herself for affection, which he showed her with strong arms and a lingering kiss. “Thank you,” she murmured when he broke the connection.

      “For what, Boo?”

      “For your support. I’ve been mentally challenged, and you have been more than understanding.” She inhaled deeply, ready to face the inevitable. “Shall I drive?”

      “If you want,” he replied, offering her the key.

      Accepting it, she grinned at the fob. “It’s a pushbutton start, isn’t it.”

      “Yup. Kind of makes me miss the good old days.” He rounded the passenger side and climbed in. Adjusting the seat, he took a reclined position as she slid behind the wheel and made her own accommodations. Comfortable, he watched her, wondering how well she would hold up if things with her mother were as bad as he feared they were.
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      Parking in front of her mother’s house, Meri gripped the wheel, squeezing it with white knuckles. The closer they got, the slower she had driven, but eventually the distance had been covered. Glancing at the front windows, she caught movement at one of them, bringing a small smile to her lips. “They were waiting for us.”

      “Of course, they were,” Rider agreed. Climbing out and stretching, he went around to the trunk and retrieved their bags.

      Meri exited the sedan but hadn’t reached the door before it swung wide, and both her parents emerged. Accepting hugs from each of them, she clung to her mother for a moment before letting her go. Stepping back, she inspected her frail frame.

      “I know I’m a sight,” Ezamay offered. “But I haven’t given up!”

      “That’s good, Mother. Shall we go inside?”

      “I’ll help with the bags,” Garrett offered as Rider slammed the trunk closed.

      “That won’t be necessary,” the younger man instructed as he joined them. “We traveled light.”

      Merideth’s father scowled at the small pair of suitcases. “I see,” he hissed, surmising that she didn’t plan to stay near as long as he had hoped.

      Inside, the couple went up to her old room, which had been converted to a guest quarters almost as soon as she had left home. With little remaining to remind her of the past, she slouched onto the edge of the bed and grimaced at the decor.

      “We should go down and join them. That’s why we’re here,” Rider prodded.

      “I know.” She sighed. “I’m not sure how this is going to go, that’s all. She cleared me out and dismissed me when I went to college. It feels weird being back here.”

      “It’s only a visit. Maybe the last you will have with her, so make the best of it,” he suggested.

      Downstairs, the couple joined her parents in the den, and again Meri felt strange being there. Standing in the same room where her mother had presented her with their family diary a few years before, she shuddered.

      “Are you cold?” Garrett asked, noticing her discomfort. “We can light the fireplace,” he offered.

      “That sounds great,” Rider chimed in. “I love the smell of burning wood.”

      Happy for the distraction, Merideth agreed. Helping with the chore, the trio set the blaze while Mrs. Monroe curled beneath a blanket on the sofa.

      Once the walls were doused in dancing light, the rest settled into chairs that completed the circle around the large hearth. Outside, the temperature dropped as the sun set, the blaze only a small amount of comfort.

      “When is your next treatment?” Rider asked, breaking the awkward silence.

      “I had one the day before yesterday and will go again the day after tomorrow,” Ezamay supplied.

      “The day after tomorrow,” Meri repeated in a quiet whisper.

      “They only do two a week,” her father explained. His brow knitted, he waited to see what their only child would say next.

      But Merideth didn’t say any more. Her eyes glazed, her expression hard to read, she sat stiffly in her chair until they were summoned to dinner.

      Catching her arm as they followed her parents into the dining room, Rider hissed in her ear. “You need to relax. Your mother wants to see you.”

      “Of course, she does,” Garrett barked, having overheard the suggestion.

      “She does what?” Ezamay asked, placing her napkin in her lap as she settled into her chair.

      “You want to see her,” Rider clarified, his voice raised slightly. Taking in each Monroe in turn, he noted that his beloved wasn’t the only one who seemed on edge. Recalling how they had met, he added, “Have you visited with any of your family?”

      “No.” Ezamay laughed at the question. “Have you seen any of yours?” She cut her eyes over at her daughter, her curiosity surfacing. “Or have you put any work into your part of the diary?”

      “We are non-practicing,” Merideth informed her mother crisply.

      “Non-practicing?” Garrett paused in filling his plate to join the conversation. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means they have chosen to ignore the craft,” Ezamay informed her mate gently.

      “Ah, then I believe that is a good thing.” He resumed adding items to his china. “I find it gratifying that my daughter chooses to base her life on reality rather than mysticism.”

      Rider noted Ezamay’s flushed cheeks. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” She coughed, then reached for her glass. Gulping a few large swallows, she returned the crystal to the flat surface before informing Garrett in a loud tone, “The craft is not so frivolous as you make it sound, dear.”

      “Is that so,” her husband spat, pointing at her with his fork. “I suppose you could whip up a spell to remove your tumor, should I allow it. Is that it?”

      Merideth gaped at them. Her mouth open in awe, her mind raced. “How long have you two been fighting about this?”

      “We aren’t fighting,” her father snapped. “I have my opinion and she has hers. That does not imply that a quarrel has ensued.”

      Pressing her lips together, Meri felt certain the exact opposite to be true. “Do you think you could heal yourself?” She turned her attention to her mother, a glimmer of hope twisting her gut.

      “I’m afraid not.” Ezamay’s clear blue eyes watered, and she swiped at her cheek. “I haven’t practiced in years, and I’m afraid burying my talents has left me with little use for magic.”

      “But you made that one spell,” Rider interrupted. “The binding.” His comment fell flat across the table as he glanced at his lover. “The one that healed the rift between our families,” he clarified.

      “I had significant help with that.”

      “Can we please not rehash my wife’s role as a witch?” Garrett demanded. “Her skills, if you care to call them that, are no match for a malignant cancer.”

      “But what if they are?” Meri breathed, taken with the idea. “Or maybe Rider and I could help.”

      “You’ll do no such thing!” Garrett’s fist met the table with a loud thud. “I asked you here to comfort her, not to…” His voice trailed away.

      “But it could be worth a try,” Rider seconded. “I mean, just because we helped with this doesn’t mean we would be taking up that lifestyle afterwards.”

      Ezamay’s lips thinned into a grin. “Bless you, Rider Bradshaw. You always were a generous boy.” Her gaze flittering to Meri, she inhaled deeply. “I’m afraid this isn’t the kind of thing we can fight with spells. Even if my daughter is willing to break her vow to do so.” She glared at Garrett, anger swirling in their depths.

      Merideth swallowed heavily. “Thank you, Mother. I’m glad you understand.”

      “Oh, I understand. And while there isn’t much we can do about my illness, I do actually have a task for you, if you accept it,” Ezamay proposed, releasing her mate from her fowl gaze.

      Cutting her eyes over, Meri glared at the older woman. “What sort of task? I mean, the last one you sent me on nearly killed me.”

      Nodding, Ezamay shrugged. “What’s an old woman to do?”

      Rider spat a small laugh at the comment. “You aren’t that old,” he corrected.

      “As you say. Nonetheless, I’m afraid I don’t have time to debate my years,” she acquiesced.

      “Please don’t do this,” Garrett interrupted. Glaring at his wife, he waited. “You promised.”

      “I never promised,” Ezamay denied, sliding back in her seat and folding her arms over her chest. “Besides, I’m the one who is dying. I have a right to my final wishes.”
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