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[image: ]


“Gareth, I don’t know how to break this to you, but you are broke.  You barely have enough in your accounts to get you through this week, let alone a dry spell.” Lexi explained as she pecked away on her laptop.  The blue light reflected off the lenses of her reading glasses.   

Gareth flopped back onto the couch.  His coal black hair was cut short except for his bangs, which stopped just below his electric blue eyes.  He rubbed his hands over his face.  “What does that even mean, Lexi?”

Lexi closed the lid to the computer and pushed her chair away from the desk.  She took off her reading glasses and rubbed her tired eyes.  Her long red hair was piled on her head in a bun she pulled loose.  It fell down her back in soft waves.  She turned and looked at Gareth laying back with his eyes covered.  How could she possibly tell him the truth? She summoned all of her strength, bracing for the onslaught.  “I think you know what it means, Gare.”

Gareth shot up off the couch and punched his fist into the wall.  “I’m not going back to that place! After all I have done to escape it, why would I go back now?” The frustration in his voice bounced off the walls.  

“Because you will have to liquidate everything to survive! The only thing you will have left after all of this is that house.  I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but for right now it is the only solution I can offer.  We need to regroup and that happens back at home.”

Gareth pressed his face against the wall.  He let the coolness of the air conditioning pour over him.  Deep down he knew Lexi was right.  She’d never steer him wrong.  She was the only one in his inner circle that had known him before he made it big and the only one that knew about home.  Lexi River had been Gareth’s friend since they were teenagers back in Kentucky.  “How did this happen, Lexi? Is this what my dad predicted?”

Lexi sighed.  “Your dad was an abusive drunk, Gareth.  He was projecting his own misfortune onto you when he said those things.  If he were alive today, I think he would have changed his tune.  This isn’t failure, Gareth; it’s a minor setback.”

“Really? I remember him telling me he was leaving the house in the virtual trust so I could have a roof over my head when I screwed up.  I dunno, Lexi, seems kind of like I messed up and that I am doing what he said I would do.”

Lexi knew there was no consoling him when he got like this.  The verbal abuse Gareth’s dad poured out on him over the years left its mark.  Nothing ever impressed Bret Veles when it came to his son.  Not the 4.0 GPA, not the gold medal in swimming, and certainly not Gareth’s supernatural ability to never lose a bet.  By the time Gareth had the final falling out with his dad, he had already made half a million dollars in a well-placed stock market gamble.  Yet, it was his love for poker that drove him to move to Vegas.  

Lexi knew deep down Bret was proud of Gareth and that final fight was Bret fearing losing his son.  In the end, Bret’s fear would be what pushed Gareth out the door.  She was there helping Gareth pack the night his dad had told him about the virtual trust.  Lexi knew it was Bret’s way of trying to take care of his son, but Gareth saw it as a challenge to never come back.  Gareth tried for a few months to get the trust dissolved so he could sell the house, but Lexi intervened and stopped the dissolution every time.  It didn’t feel right to her.  After a few more months, when Gareth became a professional high roller in Las Vegas, he forgot all about the trust.  Until now.              

“Gare, I am not in the mood for your childish games.  I have to make arrangements to get you out of this mess so we can leave.”

“But I’m Gareth Blaze! I don’t run away from a challenge.”

Lexi shook her head.  “No, Gare, Gareth Blaze died when you bet all of your assets on a stupid scheme from some girl you barely knew.  I told you it was a bad idea!”

Gareth licked his lips in a failed attempt to not crack a smile.  He loved how the lightning flashed in Lexi’s green eyes whenever she spoke of the disastrous deal he went into with his ex-girlfriend, Genevieve.  “Come on, Lexi, I’d almost say you were jealous of Genevieve the way you are acting.  It wasn’t her fault.  I made a bad bet.”

Quite infuriated at the whole predicament, Lexi screamed.  “Yes, and we see who must pick up the pieces!  It isn’t you or Genevieve.  It’s me, Lexi River, PA extraordinaire.” She picked up the nearest ledger and slammed it across the room.  Papers flew out of the heavy book and landed on the marble floor.  Tears were streaming down her face as she returned to the laptop on her desk.

Gareth crossed the room and stood behind Lexi’s chair and pulled her away from the desk.  He spun her chair around to face him.  Lexi tried to turn her chair back because she was not in the mood to have further dealings with Gareth.  It was a pointless struggle because he held tight to both arms of the chair refusing to let Lexi swing away.

“Lexi, I’m sorry I messed this up.  I know I put a lot on you, but I can’t trust anyone like I do you.  I know you will fix the situation.”

“Funny, you didn’t trust me enough to not listen to that harlot you were dating.”

Gareth let out a dejected sigh.  “I don’t know what came over me, Lexi, I’m sorry.  One minute I’m a high roller doing what I please and the next I’m a pauper.  I never considered what you were saying, it was like Genevieve had some kind of sway over me.  The entire time I was with her, I heard every word you ever said, but it was like my head was underwater when she was around.”

Lexi froze.  If he heard every word she ever said did that mean— Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe.

Gareth saw the look of shock on her face.  She didn’t know he had heard her that night.  They had a huge fight over the deal with Genevieve, and Lexi had called him a dunder head.  She had implied he was only thinking with what he had in his pants.  Most of the rest of the details of the argument were vague until Lexi had screamed at him she loved him.  Once she said those words, the world became crystal clear again.  Gareth remembered being a bit disoriented and by the time he came to his senses Lexi was out the door.  Instead of chasing after her, he opted to get drunk.  He knew he messed up.  He knew Gareth Blaze just made a bet he would lose on top of screwing up with Lexi.  

Gareth grabbed Lexi’s hand and pulled her up into his embrace.  He stroked her hair as he held her.  Her hair was always soft.  He loved the way the scent of her favorite shampoo clung to her hair.  He buried his face in her scarlet locks.  “I should have come after you that night, but the gravity of the situation hit me like a ton of bricks.  Once you walked out, I realized how right you were all these months.  I also realized that I didn’t want Genevieve.  I don’t even know why I entertained the idea of her as my girlfriend when it was you I wanted.”

Lexi pressed her face into Gareth’s chest.  She was standing in his arms rigid with fear and not sure what to do.  This was not an area she was well versed in to begin with, and especially not with Gareth.  “Gareth, I don’t think I can do this right now.  I have a lot of work to do before I can get you moved back into the house in Kentucky.” She pushed out of his arms and returned to her computer.  

“Lexi, I—”

A hand went up to silence Gareth while Lexi dialed a number on her desk phone.  “Yes, Mr. Malbohan, please.  Tell him it’s Lexi at Blaze Inc.”

Gareth shook his head and grabbed a bottle of vodka as he left Lexi’s office.  Apparently, he would need to work very hard if he had ever hoped to get a real chance with Lexi.  
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Chapter Two
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“Genevieve, you are such a fool! How could you mess up this big? Someone has broken your spell.  You should have researched him better.”

“I researched him.  He showed no signs of any love interest.  He was ripe for the picking.  Young, cocky, rich, and full of his own bravado.  He thought he could never lose a bet.”

“Except you failed to see he had a constant female companion.  I know you are young, but you are not that naïve.  You should realize by now these human males often keep their mates around as a friend.  They may not know it, but they harbor deep feelings of love for these play things.  It is this love that can destroy our magic.  You are lucky that when the orb broke it did not kill you.  The essence in those orbs is powerful and should not be touched.”

Genevieve rolled her eyes at her sister.  “I wasn’t holding the bauble when it broke!”

“Not this time, but this human’s orb mesmerized you.  I caught you rolling it in your hands multiple times.  You know you shouldn’t handle the orbs once the essence is inside.”

Genevieve looked down at the floor.  “It was a beautiful essence and it danced like liquid gold when I shook it.  His essence deserved admiration.”

Adriana stamped her foot on the ground.  “You, incessant child! I promised Mother I would keep you safe, but how can I when you are always screwing things up? The next four marks go to our sister Callie.”

Horror came across Genevieve’s face.  Four marks would mean she would have to sit out of the hunt for at least two years.  “I will not be cursed to be a captive monster for two solid years! Mother will hear of this.”

Adriana laughed as she clapped her hands to summon servants. “Mother will not be back for six months, by the time she returns from the sea you will have already regressed into your scales.  There won’t be anything for her to hear.”

Two solid looking blonde women appeared before the sisters.  Both bowed.  “Yes, mistress, how may we assist?”

“Genevieve is being retired for four marks.  I need you to escort her to the holding tank and bring Callie back out so she can go back to work.”

The muscular blonde on the left spoke up.  “Pardon, my Mistress, but Lady Kalypso has placed orders for Mistress Callie to stay in hibernation until further notice.  She said Mistress Callie was ill and needed this time to recuperate.”

Adriana grunted.  She knew the servants would not go against her mother’s wishes.  It was true that Callie had been ill and that was the only reason Kalypso, their mother, allowed Genevieve to gather essence during this trial period.  “Very well, then, I guess I will have to fix this situation myself.” Adriana stomped to the next room.

Genevieve did not like how that sounded.  She followed Adriana.  “Sister, what do you mean to do?”

“That human is missing a portion of his essence and is useless to us now.  He doesn’t have enough essence left to fill another bauble.  We can’t let him wander about in his current state.  He may cause us trouble through litigation or some other annoying human procedure once he realizes the deal he made with you will bankrupt him.  To avoid being exposed or scrutinized I will have to destroy him.” 

“You don't mean the forbidden ritual?” Genevieve gasped at the thought of the ritual.  She never saw it performed, but she heard stories about it and the chaos that followed.  

“Must you be so dramatic, Genevieve? The ritual isn’t as bad as the stories make it out to be.  Our elders wanted us to be more careful and less reliant on magic, like the ritual, because it depletes the essence stores in the baubles quicker than basic magic.  The mist follows our problem around until the target forgets even their own name,” Adriana explained as she gathered the items she needed for the ritual.  She walked over to a golden cupboard and opened the doors.  Inside was a jeweled athame.  Amethyst, Adriana's favorite stone, encrusted the hilt.  The blade of the weapon was forged from pure gold.  There was also a small cloth doll in a box.  Adriana took both the athame and the doll out of the cupboard.  She laid the doll down on the table in front of her and poured what remained of the essence from the shattered bauble onto the doll.  She grasped the athame by the hilt and raised the blade above her head.  Adriana closed her eyes and chanted an incantation.  “I call to you now spirits of the deep and implore you to find my mark.  Seek and destroy all memory of time and love from this man called Gareth! Let no stone go unturned and no love go unburned.  Blind his eye to truth and let his ending be nigh!” Adriana plunged the athame into the cloth doll allowing the essence to drain into the material.  In a few seconds, a thick, black smoke bubbled out of the incision.  It formed a vague shape of a man before dispersing and flying out of the window.

“Sister, what have you done? That was no ordinary mist!”

A sly smile crept over Adriana’s face.  “You are correct, it was not an ordinary mist.  When I poured the essence onto the ritual doll, I felt the power that boy had.  I see now why you chose him.  There’s something off about him, I didn’t think the traditional mist would work, so I sent the Baku after him instead.  Now your failure won’t cause us any further issues.”    
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The black SUV cruised down I-64 with Lexi at the wheel.  Gareth slept stretched out on the back seat.  The rear of the vehicle contained the few possessions Lexi managed to save from the bank.  Although she was not financially responsible for Gareth, she had sold most of her belongings to give them enough cash to live on so they could figure out what they would do.  It had been a long, grueling process, but Lexi got them both through it.  The possessions that remained fit inside Lexi’s SUV with plenty of room to spare.  

Since they left Vegas three days ago, Gareth had been a zombie.  He drove some of the trip, but after they stopped for the night on the first day of travel, he refused to do anything but sleep.  It wasn’t a peaceful sleep either.  Lexi could see the sweat beading on his brow and heard him moan at times.  

“I told you not to eat that gas station sushi, Gare,” Lexi quipped as Gareth moaned in his sleep.  Lexi was sure he had gotten poisoned by the questionable sushi he ate a few days ago.  She wished he would hurry and get better because they were almost to the house and she knew she wouldn’t be able to drag a half-dead man out of the vehicle.  

Lexi slowed down as exit 58 approached.  She never thought she would see that exit again, nor did she dream of ever coming back to Kentucky, especially not with Gareth in tow.  Ten years had passed since they both packed up and ran off to Las Vegas.  They had just turned twenty-one when Gareth had the great idea to become a professional gambler.  He had a taste of the local poker circuit and found out he was rather good at the game.  In fact, he had been skipping classes to play in day long poker tournaments in Lexington.  His father was furious when he found out what Gareth had been doing and what he planned to do instead of continuing to study business in college.  

Gareth had called Lexi the afternoon they left to help him pack up his stuff; he wanted to get out of there before his dad returned home.  When the time came for him to drive away, Lexi burst out in tears.  Gareth was her best friend and she didn’t know what she would do without him.  

Orphaned at a young age, Lexi had bounced around different foster care placements her entire childhood.  She found stability when a nice older couple that lived down the road from Gareth fostered her while she was a teenager, but after Lexi graduated high school her foster parents moved to be closer to their grandchildren.  Lexi didn’t have anyone but Gareth and now he was leaving her.  She had thought she could handle his decision, but when it was time to say good-bye, the emotions pounded on her like a spring tornado.  Before she knew what was happening, Gareth was asking her to go with him.  The whole thing cost Gareth a lot of time and he couldn’t escape before his dad came home that evening.  Lexi always felt guilty about that, but she never regretted following Gareth.  Not even now after having driven for almost eighteen hours straight on the last leg of their trip.    

The SUV stopped at the traffic light at the end of the exit ramp.  In less than twenty minutes Lexi and Gareth would be back in Velesville.  Lexi peered into the backseat through the rearview mirror to where Gareth lay sprawled.  Out of the corner of her eye she could have sworn she saw something sitting on Gareth’s chest, but when she blinked, she saw nothing.  “Gare, we will be back in Velesville in less than twenty-minutes.  You need to wake up.  I can’t drag you into the house.  I’m so tired I am seeing things that are not there.” Lexi yelled to the back of the vehicle hoping for a reply, but all she heard was soft snoring.  The light changed to green and Lexi turned left towards her final stretch of the trip. 

Gareth woke up about two minutes after Lexi pulled the SUV into the detached garage.  He stretched before sitting up and scratching his head.  “Lexi?” He questioned when he realized they were no longer moving.  

Lexi left Gareth asleep in the back seat hoping by the time she moved the
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