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The Banshee Awakens

ERIC WAS DEAD. RAIN and wind had howled, causing Jacqueline’s skirt to stick to her thighs as if it were a second skin. The vivid night had haunted her. Instead of her surroundings, she had focused on the stilled body lying next to her. Eric’s last words replayed in her mind, “No, Jackie,” as she searched for clues. Sense of what had occurred refused to come, but she knew Eric was already dead. Someone had murdered her husband, and Jacqueline had witnessed the crime.

A deep ache swelled in her chest where the murderer had hit her. In both reality and the memory, her lungs struggled for breath. She gripped the covers, drawing them to her chin. A year later and she still made little sense of her husband’s death. Light, colors ... she shook her head trying to recall the weapon, any weapon the unknown man had used. The thought tore at her heart but the pieces, the memory crumpled. Jacqueline wanted to understand; she needed closure.

Stars peeked through her bedroom window, sparkling in the midnight sky. Each spark reminded her of the murderer’s fingertips. Had she imagined the flickers of light flying to and from their mystery assailant? 

No. Impossible. Her mind was playing tricks. It had to be a gun, some sort of new technology. Eric had been a cop and would have had access to special weapons. It had only appeared to be like... Magic.

Jacqueline twisted her hands, noting the same reaction swirling inside her gut. She never did learn the truth. The murderer had taken off into the night, not bothering to see if his victim was alive or dead. The police had arrived moments later, questioned her, but she kept the magic to herself. 

Tossing the covers aside, she paced, rubbing her arms as her mind reran the events of Eric’s last moments. 

She had lain in the mud as his face appeared above her, worry lines etched into his forehead. A melodious howl carried on the stiff wind. Death was going to claim her. 

“No, Jackie.” Eric's stern voice drew her attention. Blood dripped down the side of his face. “Don't listen to the song. It's not your time to become one of them.”

Her breath sucked in as a hand brushed her lips. What had he meant by those words? Jacqueline paused, focusing on the ground below her window and holding the memory frozen in her mind.

She had said, “Eric, baby...” But the strength slipped from her body before she’d finished. Something dark had tugged at her spirit, something that wanted her to let go of life. 

What a weird thought... 

“No,” he had whispered as the lines on his forehead deepened. With a deep breath, Eric had raised his head to the night sky and chanted the strange words. His hands had glowed with a soft, comforting white light, and as he placed them on her chest, just above her heart, heat had slid into her skin. The tugging evaporated.

No explanation or words like I love you left his pale lips. Empty wide eyes stared into nothingness as she shouted his name. Slowly, he crumpled to the ground. Jacqueline shrieked as she did in the present, as she did every night the nightmare of her life replayed.

Three hundred and sixty-five days had passed yet the emotionless dread of that night haunted her sleeping and waking moments. Willing her heart to still, she studied the ground seeking traces of the man she loved, searching for truth in the strangeness of the murderous night.

Jacqueline leaned against the windowpane, resting her head on the cool glass. A silent wish fogged the surface, but she did not awaken from the horror, as she wanted. Eric was dead. Eric was never coming back to her and she would never learn why he died that night. Why he had sacrificed himself or how. After five years of marriage, she was alone.

That night she’d thrown herself on his cold, stiff body. Jacqueline had pounded on his chest. All the while the spot where the man had hit her ached in a torturous burn as her heart shattered.

Her skin tingled then and now. A million sparks danced in her stomach, and the oddest sensation of power rippled through her abdomen. Breath fogged the window again, dotted with raindrops, and she drew a heart as a single tear blinked free. Her heart raced, and dizziness washed over Jacqueline. She could not explain the sensation that night as she hunched over Eric’s body, rain mingling with her shrieking sobs as a new energy rose through her body until it reached her vocal chords.

A dog barked, but her mind reeled in the past despite her present actions. Jacqueline lifted her face. Her mouth opened and a long wail flew free from within her. 

The howl had a harmony lifting through the air, skimming the rain, and dancing through the darkness as it carried along her grief. As she finished, Jacqueline caught her reflection in the glass. Her brown eyes glowed green.
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THREE MILES AWAY, TOBY Williams rubbed a damp towel over his countertop. He'd flipped off the neon sign for Merlyn's Bar as a hum floated through the air. At first, it was faint, a soft song that sounded vaguely familiar, a melody he’d heard a year ago. He froze at the window and stared, curious as to whom or what made the sound. But he knew. In the deep recesses of his mind, he knew the cadence of the banshee’s deadly embrace. Toby only needed to find the source. 

Located at the end of an old dirt road that ran parallel to the river, a last stop for river rafters and tubers before they journeyed into the Galesburg Falls, the bar was far from civilization. Trees lined the lonely road on both sides, bending low and creating a tunnel-like effect at night. Toby listened to the strange song, aware of the listless air, almost as if nature too had paused to listen to the mysterious tune. 

But as Toby observed, the trees rustled one by one, as a gust of wind blew through their leaves. He shoved the bar door, rushing into the parking lot, and filled his lungs with air. One sniff of the air foretold rain, odd for July, as normally this part of the state didn't see rain again until October.

The lilting tune loudened, carried by the forceful gusts, until the dejected song itself seemed to wrap around him, causing his cynical heart to beat faster. Narrowed eyes scrutinized, searching for the magical cause. Tugging at the blond beard he'd been growing for the last few months, his curiosity piqued. What was making that sound again?

A year ago, he had heard the same song, and the same draw yanked at his heart. Toby had stood in this exact spot. Movement to his left had caught his attention as something or someone hid in the bushes near the bar. 

“Reveal,” he had said, waving his hand in the air as if parting a curtain. Toby was a wizard, one of a few living among mankind on earth. A gift from the goddess Morrigan. The bushes had obliged, displaying a small man trembling behind the brush. 

“Who are you?” Toby had called out.

The man jumped up, clapped his hands together, and without a word, he had disappeared into thin air.

“Shit,” Toby had muttered. “Another wizard. What the hell is going on now?”

The song died on the wind and he blinked as the trees stilled. Change came to his town as the Brotherhood had predicted a year ago. Toby Williams stepped back inside Merlyn's Bar, locking the door behind him. With a soft sigh, he resumed his activity of cleaning the counter, but dread and curiosity brewed in his stomach. 

Would the Brotherhood call on him again?
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JACQUELINE WAS DRUNK and didn't give a damn. Merlyn’s Bar invited those like her. Those wanting to forget their nightmarish lives and unwind. So what if she was being loud and obnoxious? She leaned forward, resting her head on her palm. Angela laughed, her face brightening as they discussed pointless matters that made no sense. As Jacqueline Huston, she could do whatever the hell she pleased. At least when she was drinking.

“And another thing,” she said to Angela, who was equally drunk. “I think that stupid Bella should have picked the wolf. I mean, come on. Why would you pick a dead guy for a boyfriend?”

“He is pretty damn sexy,” Angela lisped, tossing her head back as if she’d heard a funny joke. “So sexy. Guys that sexy should be illegal.” A dramatic hand flew to her heart.

“Edward is a whiner,” Jacqueline said and sipped her wine. “Whine, whine, whine all the time.”

She tapped her empty red plastic cup on the bar for emphasis. 

“Speaking of wine.” Jacqueline leaned over the bar and shouted at the bartender. “Hey, Toby, I need some more wine down here. Bring me the good stuff. You know the kind out of a box.”

Both women cracked up, laughing hysterically. But Jacqueline noticed Toby sauntering toward them. Cool and collected, something she envied about him. In the year that she'd been frequenting Merlyn's Bar, she'd yet to see him let a situation get out of hand. Any attempt at a bar fight Toby nipped in the bud before the first punch. He exuded power, a sexy trait Jacqueline admired.

Not that she thought of him in that way. She'd only been widowed a year. Still, sometimes when she was drinking, odd little thoughts would come to her, sparking her imagination and looking at him never hurt. 

“You yelled?” Toby leaned against the wall of the bar, his arms crossed as he gave them both the once-over. 

“Yes. Could we please have another glass of your best Chardonnay?” Angela asked. Smiling at the bartender, she tossed her long red hair and attempted a coy wink that somehow made her look like she was having a brain seizure.

Jacqueline covered her mouth, stifling the laugh. 

“I think you two have had enough. Who is driving home?” Toby asked oblivious to her flirtations as his eyes fell on Jacqueline.

“I'm cabbing it.” Angela grinned. “I'm not stupid enough to drink and drive. Again.”

“Okay. One more glass for you.” Toby said without averting his eyes from Jacqueline. His blue eyes sparkled just a little bit, and their intensity flushed her face. “What about you?”

Removing her hand, her giggle died in her throat. “I'm walking. It's not like I live that far.” 

“Hmm... I think you mean staggering. I doubt you can do a regular walk at this point.” No emotion flickered across his features or leaked through his tone.

“Aw... c'mon, Toby. Be a sport. Just one more glass of wine?” Jacqueline forged her best smile. “Please?”

“Does that tactic usually work for you?” Toby asked, shifting the weight in his legs and relaxing his arms.

“What tactic?” She batted her eyes in mock innocence as she toyed with a strand of her blonde hair. Cut in a pixie bob, the maneuver didn't come off as cool as Angela's hair tosses did.

He leaned over the bar and her breath held, aching in her chest. “The one where you attempt to look like a simpering virgin?”

“Oh shit. I wasn't going for virgin. Just cheap slut.” A hand flew to her mouth again as a fresh burn heated her cheeks.

Toby grinned, making Jacqueline’s heartbeat faster. Getting Toby Williams to smile or laugh was no easy feat. She'd tried enough times to know, but tonight his icy resolve cracked.

“All right. A small glass. Sip it slow,” Toby warned, pinching his fingers together. He produced a wine bottle from the fridge behind the bar and poured them each a drink. “You are both cut off after this one, though. It's almost closing time.”

“Yes, sir.” Angela saluted.

“What she said.” Jacqueline also saluted. As Toby moved away, she slanted toward Angela. “Isn't he cute?”

“Toby?” Her brows scrunched together.

“No. Freakin' Attila the Hun. Yeah, Toby. Have you ever noticed what a great butt he has?” Among other features but Jacqueline didn’t want to appear eager.

Angela leaned over the bar to get a better look. “I guess it's all right if you like guys with beards and mustaches. That's never been my thing.” 

“Maybe you've never had a beard and mustache touch you in the right place.” Jacqueline winked.

“Jackie!” 

Both women giggled. 

“Seriously, you don't think there's something totally sexy about that guy, Angela?” Her tone softened as she eyed Toby. He glanced in her direction, and she quickly averted her eyes.

“Well, if you like big muscles and tight black T-shirts that show off ripped abs, then yes, I think there is some definite hotness going on with Toby. I prefer my latest boyfriend, though. He's the strong, silent type with amazing skills in the bedroom.” Angela sipped her drink. “Toby's too quiet for me. He's a thinker. And he likes women with big boobs.” She glanced at her breasts and then over at her friend's ample chest. “You're probably his type, Jackie.”

“Oh, hush,” Jacqueline said with a laugh despite her large boobs. “He's never looked at my breasts.” Toby had never looked at her at all, had he?

“Not when you were paying attention,” Angela answered her unspoken question.

Jacqueline sipped her wine, casting a stealthy peek at Toby. He braced his arms on the bar and spoke with some guys. Shit. She was probably crazy but could not deny the small crush she had on him. 

“Uh-oh.” Angela paled as she clutched her stomach. “I don't feel so good. I think I need to make a pit stop at the bathroom.”

“Okay.” Jacqueline watched her friend stagger off toward the ladies' room, knowing that Angela would spend the next few minutes worshipping the porcelain god as she threw up all the alcohol she'd consumed. “Drunk bitch.”

The older lady sitting two stools down from Jacqueline glared at her and stuck up her middle finger. A small smile played on her lips despite the rude gesture.

“I didn't mean you, Matilda,” Jacqueline said with a shake of her head. “You're just a drunk.”

Matilda, a bar staple drank herself drunk every night; she nodded and returned to nursing her beer. Her shoulders hunched and sloped forward. Jacqueline had often wondered how old the other woman was. Fifty? Sixty? Hard to tell as the lines on Matilda’s face deepened every day. Black hair had long streaks of gray. Had they been there a year ago when they’d first met? Jacqueline didn't think so, but she couldn't remember. 

So much about the last year had been a blur. So many things had changed. Except for the depression clinging to her like bad perfume, it coated her with such a heavy feeling that Jacqueline often woke up in the middle of the night gasping for air. Her doctor blamed anxiety attacks, but deep down, she knew it was something more, something her doctor couldn't begin to understand.

Inside of her something was changing, had been changing ever since her husband died.

Before she could dwell on the thought, a loud blare of banjos burst from the jukebox. Mumford and Sons started playing the opening notes to “Little Lion Man.” A loud collective groan ran through the bar.

“Closing time,” Toby shouted, cranking up the tune. People stirred from their seats, some tossing money down at the bar or on their tables. A few regulars, familiar with the song, grabbed a partner and danced to the jaunty folk melody. 

Sitting at the bar, Jacqueline hummed along and watched the Wilsons pay their tab. Belinda and Sean Wilson were the bar's resident fighting couple. They started out each night docile and calm, but as the evening wore on and the liquor flowed more freely, the couple invariably started to argue. Usually the quarrel was about Belinda's inability to stop flirting with other guys or women. Regardless, they were always entertaining, as long as they didn't drag her into the disagreement.

Tonight they were debating about the blouse Belinda had chosen to wear; a brilliant yellow that stood out in the dim bar and dipped low to show a fair amount of cleavage. Jacqueline eyed Toby, wondering if he preferred Belinda’s ample bosom, but his gaze focused on her.

“You wouldn't be cold if you'd cover up a little bit,” Sean said, pulling his money out, and Jacqueline’s attention.

“I am covered.” Belinda crossed her arms and tossed her black hair. 

“Everyone can see your tits.”

“No, they can't. You can because you're standing close to me.”

“Belinda, everyone can see your goodies. Everyone! You might as well just flash the whole damn bar and be done with it.” Sean glared.

Jacqueline let out a low whistle, already knowing what was coming next. Putting ideas into Belinda's drunken little brain was never good.

“Fine.” As Sean counted out his money, Belinda took her top off, revealing that she wore no bra underneath. Jacqueline’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth. Belinda tapped Sean on the shoulder and raised her arms so that her naked breasts thrusted forward. “What do you think? Is that better?”

The customers eyeing Belinda's bare bosom cheered but Jacqueline giggled, shaking her head at the woman.

“Dammit,” Sean swore.

“Belinda.” Toby's voice shouted above the blaring music. “Put your shirt on, or I'll throw your ass out, and keep the shirt inside.” Another cheer went up from the crowd, which Toby silenced with a glare but he couldn’t hid the pink in his cheeks. “Sean, man up and get your woman out of here.” 

With a sigh, Sean pushed Belinda out the door as she struggled to put her shirt back on.

“Everybody out,” Toby hollered. The color extended as pink reached his neck and ears. “The boobs are outside now.”

“Wow.” Jacqueline chuckled at how fast everyone exited the bar. “That was some craziness.”

Toby glowered at her. “What are you still doing sitting there? I told everyone to get out.”

She’d mistaken embarrassment for anger. Her voice small, she said, “I'm waiting for Angela. She's in the bathroom.”

“You get five minutes. Then I'm going in the bathroom to drag her out by her hair.” Jacqueline flinched.

“What are you, a caveman? Have you been watching too much Game of Thrones again?”

Toby said nothing, but by the way he was tossing bottles into the trashcan, he’d reconstructed his icy walls.

“What are you so pissed about? It's not like Belinda takes her top off every night.” Jacqueline grabbed a few empty bottles from a nearby table and handed them to him. “A little nudity is good for the soul.”

“But not good for my bar if she starts a riot.”

She waved her hand. “Please. Her ta-tas weren't that great.”

“Ta-tas?”

“Just a little nickname Angela and I have for our lady parts.”

Just as Jacqueline was about to comment, a familiar tingling invaded her stomach. Her heartbeat increased and dizziness washed over her, causing her head to ache. She swayed a little and grasped the bar for support.

“Uh-oh,” she whispered.

“Jacqueline, if you're gonna throw up, please do it in the bathroom.” Toby's voice came from far away. She barely heard it. Another noise, one only she heard, danced around in her head. “What's wrong with you?”

“I need some air.” She stumbled to the door. The urge to be outside was strong, and she'd learned that it was important to follow the feeling, not fight it. Fighting just made the sensations worse.

Toby grabbed her arm before she could leave. One of his hands gently turned her head toward him. Jacqueline stared into his deep blue eyes, filling with concern and something else...

“Your eyes,” he said, studying them. “They're so green. Are they always like that?”

“My eyes are brown.” She pulled away. What was Toby talking about? The draw strengthened, and the awful noise in her head threatened to come bursting out, clashing with the fast-paced rhythm of Mumford and Sons. 

Oh, god. Please don't let me be a total freak in front of Toby.

The night air cooled her skin as she ran into the parking lot of Merlyn's Bar. The words of “Little Lion Man” floated behind her.

She covered her ears, dimly aware of the people driving away from the parking lot. Headlights flashed in her eyes as they passed. The sense of deep foreboding that always accompanied her current state surrounded her. 

Someone was going to die.

****
[image: ]


AT THE BEND IN THE road, she barely made out Sean and Belinda as they still argued near the street. In the dim light of the moon, she slapped Sean across the face, the harshness of it breaking through the roar in Jacqueline's head. He staggered for a moment but regained his balance.  Whacking her back, Belinda stumbled into the road.

Everything happened in slow motion as Belinda regarded Sean, astonished to find herself on the ground. Car headlights flashed around the corner. Jacqueline yelled a warning. Belinda glanced over her shoulder as the white lights illuminated her open mouth. The screeching brakes rang out as Sean waved his hands, but it was too late. Belinda's body soared through the air like a doll before crashing to the ground with a sickening thud. 

As the song sprang from Jacqueline’s throat, freed from its confines, the melody soared through the air, and the wailing high-pitched keening caused everyone to look at her. Wind blustered, lifting her hair and rippling through the silky sundress she wore. 

No one else saw the truth that she herself did not comprehend. The more Jacqueline sang, the more a yellow light pulsed around Belinda's body. Jacqueline reached with her mind, willing the radiance free from Belinda’s body. Despite the cooler temperature, her brow perspired as the energy shifted. The flicker drew to Belinda’s center palpitating like a heartbeat. She gasped as the light freed from the corpse, but none of the bystanders noticed the brilliant globe that drifted up toward the heavens before gently fading away.

Jacqueline stopped singing as darkness crept into her vision, and she collapse to the ground, exhausted. Other noises rushed through the night—voices calling 911, the screams of Sean, the screech of tires and brakes as witnesses leaving the bar or traveling the dark road stopped.
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“JACKIE? OH MY GOD, Jackie? What happened? Are you hurt?” Angela's terrified voice cut through the sounds. The cool hands of her friend brushed back the loose hair on her forehead as she groaned and blinked her eyes. “You're burning up. What's going on out here?”

“There's been an accident.” Toby pointed at the chaos brewing by the tree line. “The ambulance is on its way.”

“What's wrong with Jackie? Why is she staring like that? Why are you just standing there? And her eyes—”

“Take Jacqueline inside to my office,” Toby said in a steady tone as if nothing had happened. “She's in shock.”

“Shock? Then we should take her to the ER, too.” Angela gritted her teeth, drawing Jacqueline into a sitting position.

“No.” The sharp word forced Jacqueline to turn and blink. His gaze flickered but held no emotion aside from his tense jaw. “Take her into my office. I'll call you that cab,” Toby commanded.

Angela’s jaw set tight as if she wanted to protest. Her eyes sparked, but something in Toby’s gaze stopped her from letting loose her usual trail of vocal fire. Considering him, he appeared fearsome, somehow taller. If Angela disobeyed him, she didn’t think he would hesitate to strike her. 

With a small sigh of relief, Jacqueline plopped down onto the red leather love seat and her eyes shut. Too bad she could not block out the sound of sirens or the echo of her song. In the past year, she'd learned that the only cure was sleep. As she drifted off, she thought about Belinda's light. She still didn’t understand her connection to it. Or how she managed to see what other people could not.

Deep inside, Jacqueline had witnessed a soul passing out of this world. But more questions than answers flooded her mind. All she knew was this had started the night her husband died. Had that magic been real too?

Was she singing when he died but didn’t know it? Why was she always singing when the light appeared?
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TOBY APPRECIATED LOYALTY in friends, but it had taken everything he had not to strangle Angela. She'd wanted to hang around, wanted to make sure Jacqueline was okay. Luckily, Angela had still been drunk enough to persuade into a cab. With a long sigh, Toby watched the red taillights wink out of sight. The parking lot remained a mess; a crime scene with police officers everywhere. Eventually they left too, leaving Merlyn's Bar to stand a silent sentry at the end of the road.

Toby glanced at his watch; it was past four in the morning. Fatigue crept up on him, but he mentally swatted it away. He had work to do before rest and turned on his heel, making a beeline for his office.

Easing the door open, Toby peeked at the woman sleeping on his couch. Short blonde hair framed her pale face, and her eyes moved under her closed lids as if she were dreaming. Gently, he caressed her cheek and reveled in her softness. 

Her eyes fluttered open, and he yanked his hand away. “What are you doing?” she asked, attempting to sit up.

“I was trying to figure out the best way to wake you up.” He closed the door and leaned against it.

“What time is it?” Jacqueline yawned.

Arms crossed over his chest as he pondered how to question her. “Four.”

“Belinda... is she... dead?” Desperation tainted her words. Toby noticed she had been correct about her eyes. They were a deep, chocolate brown. An odd contrast since most blondes had blue eyes. A fact he should’ve recalled. Toby was always watching her.

“What do you think?” Toby sat behind his desk and stroked his beard. “You were singing to her.”

“About that... uh...” Embarrassment or perhaps uncertainty turned her face pink, but her discomfort roused tenderness in him. Toby hadn’t experienced the emotion in years. “I don't know what came over me.”

His eyebrow arched. “Don't you?”

“No. Of course not. I don't typically start singing when someone dies.” Jacqueline snorted and tilted her head as she leaned against the sofa. Either she did not know or she was a good liar.

“Did you know it was going to happen?” He maintained eye contact but reached for a pencil and tapped it against his chin. Interrogating Jacqueline wasn’t the highlight of his evening.

She raised her voice. “Of course not.” Fingers played with her collar, yanking at the fabric. “Why would you even think that?” Her tone cracked as Jacqueline leapt from the couch and brushed her outfit, swiping at invisible lint. “I'm not psychic or anything.”

“You sure about that?” Toby smirked unable to tamper the emotion. He liked making her squirm.

“Why do you ask so many damn questions?” She ran a hand through her short hair and eyed the closed door. “I should go. I... I don't feel good. Too much alcohol, I guess, but thanks for letting me take a nap on your couch.”

“Seeing a woman die does tend to take it out of you,” Toby said, but he stared at the pile of receipts on his desk, and prayed for her to stay. 

Jacqueline’s hand paused on the doorknob. “So she is... dead?”

“Yes.”

He watched her take a deep breath and shudder. Slowly she sank into the couch. All the fire died in her eyes as she wept. Wet eyes startled Toby. He never liked seeing women cry and cleared his throat.

“Don't do that.” He forced himself to her side. “Everything will be okay.”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I just don't understand what's going on.” She sniffled. “I'm experiencing all these changes, having weird dreams. And... I think I'm turning into a lush. I spend way too much time at this bar.” 

Blotches appeared over her pale skin, but Jacqueline was beautiful despite her tears. Harder she cried. He found no words to end her tears, but Toby struggled not to grin at her last statement. 

A hand rested on her shoulder as he slid beside her on the couch. Aside from the bar, they had never been this close before. Their thighs barely touched, yet her presence stirred something he’d buried. His heart raced as her cheek fell against his chest and Toby wrapped Jacqueline into his arms, squeezing.

“I'm sorry,” she whimpered. “I'm just worn out. And drunk.”

“You're fine,” he said. “Everything will be okay.” He lied sensing the truth of what creature lay in his arms and the tingle in his stomach. The signs were there.

“No. You don't understand. Something's wrong with me.”

“Jacqueline, I promise that there is nothing wrong with you.”

“You don't get it, Toby. I'm weird. I do odd things, things I can't control.”

“That's just part of the change,” he said, patting her back. “Eventually, it won't be so bad.” 

He closed his eyes. Not bad for her but it would be for him. Toby couldn’t change her fate any more than he could hold onto her. Jacqueline stirred and he blinked more at his conscious than her fidgeting movements.

“What change?” She looked up at him, wrinkles etched deep into her forehead and her hand curled into his shirt.

Oh hell. Why was it his place to tell her what was going on? Ever since the damn Brotherhood had paid him a visit and demanded that he keep an eye on her, he'd worried about how to explain what was happening to Jacqueline. Dreaded it, actually. He wasn't fit to be the guardian that the Brotherhood wanted him to be. Drunks and fighters—that was his specialty, not a gorgeous woman with supernatural powers and emotional problems. He wasn't even sure she was ready to know. 

How did he backpedal out of this potential disaster?

“The change. You know the change in life.” He regretted the words as her fist thumped his chest and her nostrils flared.

“Change?” He voice shrilled. “The change in life? Do you think I'm old enough to be going through menopause?” Jacqueline stood up, placing fisted hands on curvaceous hips.

“Well, you must be pushing at least... forty?” He shrugged, hoping the fire he saw in her eyes wouldn't turn physical again. After carding her the first time he’d served her, he knew she was younger.

“Forty? You think I'm forty? I'll have you know, asshole”—Jacqueline jabbed at his chest—”I'm only thirty-one.”

“My mistake.” He offered his hands in defeat.

“I think I should be going,” she said. “Thanks again for letting me rest for a few minutes.”

“Anytime.” He meant it too.

“Forty...” She stomped out of the room, swiping at the tears left on her face.

Jacqueline muttered as she walked through the bar and he grinned. Well, at least he hadn't needed to explain what was happening to her. He scratched his chin and stood. True, telling her that she was going through menopause may not have been the best idea. But hey, crying damsels in distress weren't his bag either. They were just so... teary. And sad. And needy. Though he had to admit, holding her hadn't been terrible. A long time had passed since he'd done that for any woman.

A scream of terror cut through his reverie. Toby ran into the dark bar, already whispering a defensive spell he’d learned as a child. Jacqueline halted in the center of the room, her gaze fixed on the window. He sucked in his breath, seeing the creature floating on the other side.

An old woman, what the old books would have called a hag. Thin, stringy hair rose and fell in the breeze outside. The skin on her face was weathered and wrinkled, and as he looked closer, Toby saw that some of it was rotting. Actual bone peeked out in some places. A green glow illuminated her body, covered in a torn and tattered black robe.

“Toby?” Jacqueline said. “Toby what is that?”

The hag raised her arms, revealing more twisted and warped skin. Long, black fingernails scratched on the window, sending shivers along his spine. The hag's deep green eyes searched through the pane, peering into the darkness of the closed bar. Her jaw worked anxiously, opening and closing as if hungry.

“Jacqueline, don't move,” Toby whispered. Her body stiffened, but she didn't turn away from the disturbing sight. “Be still. I'll take care of this.” 

Toby inched closer, hoping that his dark black shirt cloaked him from the hag's powerful gaze.

“Toby, what the hell is that?” Her voice shook. “Do you think someone escaped from the old folks' home down the road?”

He bit his cheek. “It's a hag, a dead spirit, a seeker of lost souls.” Toby muttered something about listening to him under his breath. “It's looking for someone's essence to take.”

A hand covered her gaping mouth, but a single word escaped. “Shit.”

“I feel the same,” he said with a small smile. “Just don't do anything that will attract its attention.”

But the power shifted in the room much as it had earlier. Toby winced as Jacqueline said, “Um... I don't know if I can do that,” she gulped and looked at him, “I'm feeling... strange again.”

“Don't sing,” Toby said, but his gut twisted in knots. The hag’s stench burned his nose; its taste tainted the air. He had a good idea what the woman wanted, but the Brotherhood asked him to prevent it from happening. If Jacqueline sang, he didn’t know if he held enough power to stop the hag from taking what was rightfully hers.

“The urge is... so strong.” Her voice took on a detached sound. 

In that moment, Toby was going to have to reveal his powers. Damn. Why did all the charity cases come to him? Now she'd never look at him the same way. “Okay. I'm going to do something that may shock you.” 

She snorted and he paused. “Doubt you can surprise me.” A dreamy quality hinted in her tone despite the snarky remark. He was losing her. The green crept into her eyes, illuminating the darkness concealing their presence. “Things have been really weird for me this past year.”

The hag continued staring into the darkness. Toby assumed the whipping wind had covered their voices, but he could not risk Jacqueline if he didn’t face the haggard woman. The longer he dallied, the greater the risk of the hag finding her. He cursed, glancing between them. 

“I'm going to go outside,” he said clipping his words and stepping toward the entrance. “Stay here and close your damn eyes. I'll deal with this—”

“No. It's dangerous.” Jacqueline’s raised voice caught the attention of the hag. 

Wide eyes and a grim smile settled over her rotting features. Toby cringed as a shudder wracked through his body. Nails clawed at the window as she opened her mouth, releasing a beautiful song. Its power tickled at his soul as the hag transformed into a young, gorgeous woman. Wrinkled skin faded away, replaced by the nubile flesh of youth. Red lips and long eyelashes complemented her exotic green eyes. Dark locks of chestnut hair fell to her shoulders, balancing her rosy complexion. Despite the danger the woman possessed, Toby couldn't help the sexual thrill stirring within at the sight of her. The same pleasure he survived in Jacqueline’s presence every evening since she’d tumbled into his bar.

“No.” Jacqueline grabbed his arm as he took another step forward. “No. She wants to hurt you.”

“I know.” His lips pressed into a thin line. “I know.”

She yanked his shirt free of his jeans. “You do? Then why the hell would you go out there?” 

Toby spun on her. “Things aren't always what they seem, Jacqueline.” He removed her hand, holding it for a second. Like the rest of her, it was soft. Too delicate for his world. She drew her hand away, shaking her head. With that, Toby strode toward the front door. He paused but didn’t look back. “No matter what you see, don't come out. Not until I tell you it's safe.”

Without waiting for her response, Toby shoved through the door and faced the waiting hag locked out from his standard protection spells that warded against other creatures. Her eyes gleamed at the sight of him, and she licked her lips. The sexual action repulsed him. Beneath her façade, she was still a hag.

“Well, lookie what we have here. A fine strapping young lad.” The woman's voice carried the soft lilting sound of the Irish with it. “Come to give me a kiss, have you?”

“I don't really like kissing dead things,” he said, sneering at the putrid scent wafting in the wind.

Her eyes narrowed. “Dead things? My boy, you are protecting one half-dead as we speak. Send the little pet out so I can properly meet her.”

“I don't think so. In fact, I think it's time for you to head back to your native home.” Toby kept his hands at his side, but his fingers twitched, ready for the coming fight.

“But my home is so far.” She smiled, taking a step closer to him and revealing rotten teeth. “So far. And like the poets say, I have miles to go before I sleep.”

“Leave. You're not welcome here.”

“Silly boy.” Rich laughter played havoc with his senses, clouding his mind. “I'm welcome everywhere that death visits, and let me tell you something—death is setting up camp in your town. Make no mistake about it. My welcome here has just begun. Send the woman out to me.”

Toby gritted his teeth. “Stay away from her.”

“Would that I could, but it doesn't work that way.” A finger wagged in his face. “She's an anomaly. A freak of nature. I must have her.” She lowered her voice. “He says I must.”

“Who does?” His brows rose and fell.

“One like you, of course.” Disdain tainted her spitted words. “One like you who sings of ancient powers and spells. My master. I get him what he wants.” A nail tapped the glass window. “I don't have to be polite, you know. I could take her by force.”

“I won't let you.” Toby curled his fist.

The hag placed a palm on his chest. “Have it your way, my handsome man.” She cocked her head, pausing as she regarded him as if allowing him to change his mind. He lifted his chin. “Have it your way.”

Releasing him, green light pooled into her hands. Toby muttered a spell as she unleashed the magic and sidestepped her attack, leaving a burned hole in the bar. Holding the spell in his mind, he released the words, and white fire shot from his palm. The hag deflected the spell, but not entirely as it singed her arm. Her façade melted away as she spat, “You can’t keep her.”

Circling one another, Toby conjured two more fireballs and bounced them in his palms. Jacqueline pounded on the glass. The hag twisted as Toby released magic, sending both sailing into her belly, and lighting her robes on fire. She shrieked. Jacqueline banged harder, screaming at him from inside the bar. The hag extended her palms and her knees plummeted into the gravel parking lot.

Cautious, he approached. That was almost too easy.

“I'm her clan spirit,” the hag whispered. “She must take on the mantle I leave behind. It's been a year. What's happened to her isn't natural, and the others want her badly.”

He contemplated her rushed words as if sensing her time was short. “Others?” Toby kneeled, ready to hit her with another spell.

“Please. She has to die. It's the only way she'll be safe. You know I speak the truth.” She glanced toward the woods. “They will use her.”

Toby stared at her and nodded. He understood precisely what she meant, though the understanding didn't make the situation any easier.

“There will be others coming,” the woman said.

Before he asked who was coming, she exploded. Burnt sulfur hung in the air. The odd sense of somebody watching from the bushes reminded him of a year ago, when Jacqueline had first come to his attention. Toby turned his head to study the area the hag was eyeing. 

“Reveal,” he whispered and waved his hand. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared.

With a long sigh, he hurried into the bar. Jacqueline stood by the window marred with sweaty handprints, but her face filled with wonder.

“What are you?” she asked, rushing him.

Toby flinched at the question. God, how he hated having to explain what he was. Now that she knew about his powers, no doubt she would turn tail and run. Women were all the same.

“What are you?” she asked again, a little more forcefully, but reaching for him. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Dammit, Toby, just answer my question.”

“I'm a wizard.”

She frowned and tilted her head to the side. “No, really. What the hell are you?”

“Really. I'm a full-fledged, card-carrying member of the Brotherhood.” He pulled out his wallet and handed her a white card with gold edging.

“B.O.M.,” she read aloud. “Bomb? What do you guys do? Shoot off explosives?”

“No,” he said, trying to stifle a smile. “It stands for Brotherhood of Merlyn.”

She stared at him again but he would take that over her running from him.

“Sounds like a club for gamers. Do you guys do a lot of role-playing games?” She laughed, but hysteria tinged the sound. Jacqueline pointed at her head. “Maybe dress up in wizard hats with pointy stars at the top?”

Toby looked at his feet. “I'm a wizard, but I don't have a hat.”

She handed him back the card. “Look, I don't know what was up with the crazy light show outside, but I think you should consider coming up with a better line than the 'I'm A Wizard' thing.”

“Oh yeah? What do you call yourself? “ 

“I should go.” She eyed the door behind him and rubbed her neck. “It's late ...” And there it was. Jacqueline backed away from him. “I'm confused about a lot of things. Is it safe? Is that woman gone? What did you do to her?”

Toby leaned against the glass, fighting the urge to sigh as she hurried toward the door. Being a wizard wasn’t easy. Flicking a piece of hag from his shirt, he released a calming spell his father once taught him.

“I sent her to a better place.” Her face paled as she breathed deeply. Toby hoped the spell would ease her worries. “You're right, though. It's late, and you should go on home. Get some rest, banshee.”

Her body stiffened.

“What did you call me, Toby?”

“Banshee.” He gave her a second to process that and added, “I saw what you did tonight. You pulled Belinda's soul from her.”

“You could see that?” Hope lit in her brown eyes. “So I'm not crazy?”

Toby chuckled. “The jury is still out on your craziness, but I know what I saw. I've been asked to keep an eye on you, too.”

“Why?”

Toby stroked his beard, debating how much he should tell her. Telling her too much could send her running to the wrong people or out the door again. Not telling her enough could get her killed. Neither was pleasant to think about. 

“You are special, Jacqueline,” he said. “You aren't a full-blooded banshee yet. That makes you unique, powerful, and very wanted.” Wanted in many ways with or without her powers, but she had to know the strength of her natural beauty. Toby could not ignore the fact any more than her destiny.

“I thought banshees were dead spirits,” she whispered and sank down in a chair.

“They are. And that's why you are so valuable to certain people. You aren't dead, yet you can steal souls.” Toby joined her table, but she didn’t shy away.

“I don't steal them.” Jacqueline stared out the window, eying the yellow tape flapping in the wind, and sighed. 

“Not yet. You haven't learned how.” Toby brushed her hand, keeping his tone low and even.

Her big brown eyes settled on his face. “What do you mean?”

Toby tried to look away, but he failed. Stroking her hand, he said, “You are a soul stealer, Jacqueline, destined to help people cross beyond the veil and into the next dimension.”

Her mouth opened and closed. No easy way to explain it to her as a wizard he grew up in this hidden world. “It’s okay to ask me questions.”

Envisioning the lavender seeping into her skin, he continued rubbing her hand. Jacqueline’s shoulders relaxed and her knee brushed his under the table. Toby didn’t want to stop touching her; he didn’t want to let her go, but he had no choice.

“What about the old woman? Was she a... banshee... too?”

“Yes.” He stared at the saltshaker.

“What did she say to you?”

Toby warred with himself. The old woman had spoken the truth, but he wasn't sure how Jacqueline would take it. A hand scrubbed his face as he pieced the words together in his mind. Why was he the one that had to deal with this? Telling her was half the battle. With a small growl of frustration, he took a deep breath.

“Jacqueline, you are going to have to die, and I'm the one who's going to have to kill you.” Toby couldn’t look her in the eye. 
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JACQUELINE GULPED AND stepped back. “Did you say you were going to have to kill me?” She stared at Toby, mouth hanging open.

Scowling he pressed toward her. She countered by taking another step away.

“Stay right there,” she said holding her hand up. “I have a cell phone in my pocket, and I'm not afraid to use it.”

“What are you going to do? I could take it from you before you even had a chance to dial.” Toby smirked at her threat. 

“Oh yeah?” Jacqueline yanked the phone from her pocket, trying to ignore how shaky his words made her. “Take that.”

She threw the phone at Toby's head, childishly pleased as it hit him square in the forehead. The look on his face of pure astonishment would have made her laugh, but she decided to use his shock to her advantage and take off running.

“Oh, shit,” he muttered.

She'd just reached for the handle of the bar's door as a tugging sensation stopped her. Her body moved in slow motion, as if frozen in some sort of invisible gel. Though she tried with all her might, she couldn't seem to reach the door. What was going on?

Toby strolled up next to Jacqueline, unaffected by whatever force held her.

“Sucks, doesn't it?” He shook her cell phone. “I'm a wizard, Jacqueline. Though I admire your tactic, a cell phone to the head is hardly going to stop me.”

She tried to open her mouth, to say something, but nothing came out. 

“Don't bother trying to talk. This spell kind of puts everything in limbo.” Toby stroked his beard and released a long sigh of frustration. “Look, you didn't give me a chance to explain what I meant. I don't intend to actually murder you tonight or anything like that. So you can relax where that stuff is concerned. But like it or not, you are a banshee, and we need to talk a little bit about what that means, how it happened, your husband, and a whole bunch of other unpleasant shit that will be tough for you to wrap your mind around.”

Her husband? What did Eric have to do with anything? But even as she thought that, the memory of those crazy sparks she'd witnessed flying from Eric’s hands the night of his death came back to her. She'd tried hard to forget about the light, tried to pretend she'd imagined it. Denial held more appeal than facing the fact that something strange had happened to her, to him. But ... 

And what did Toby's ominous words about not murdering her tonight mean? That he would kill her tomorrow? Two weeks from now? 

“I'm going to release you from limbo, but I want you to sit down. Give me a chance to explain.” He waved his hand in front of her saying, “Release.”

The tugging sensation stopped; her muscles relaxed. Jacqueline breathed deep and faced Toby. He flashed a small smile and gestured her toward the chair. Wary, she followed his direction, fighting off the exhaustion and dizziness threatening to overtake her. Toby held out the chair; its legs screeched against the barroom floor as he slid it beneath her butt.

“Now let's start from the beginning. When did you first become a banshee?” he asked, sitting opposite of her.

“A year ago today.” Toby nodded, as if this wasn't news to him. “This is the anniversary of my husband's death.”

Jacqueline blinked at the ease of her words. Despite the time lapse, she usually stumbled over emotions anytime she spoke of Eric’s passing.

“I'm sorry.” Toby's voice was a low rumble. “How did it happen?” She met his gaze. “I remember reading about it in the papers, but the details are fuzzy. He was a cop, right?”

Jacqueline nodded. “I'd been out with some friends, a girls' night thing. When I turned onto my street, I noticed right away that something was off.” She closed her eyes a moment and recalled the haunting images. “It was raining, but... well, it looked like it was raining only at my house.” She paused and rubbed at her temples. “I didn't know what to make of it. I pulled into our driveway, and just as I was getting out of my car, a man grabbed me.”

She shuddered at the memory, not of the death, but of the man they never found. Toby leaned forward and brushed her hand, but he didn’t hold it. “Go on, Jacqueline. Tell me the rest. I'll believe you.”

A half smile pulled at her lips. “Sometimes I don't even believe it.” The magic, the song, the whole night had been bizarre just like tonight. At least she hadn’t witnessed it alone this time.

“Give me your hand,” Toby instructed her. “I can make this easier.”

Hesitant, Jacqueline held out her hands. Reliving the night wasn’t easy. A spark of electricity jumped at their touch. Surprise crossed his face, but he gripped her hands tighter. 

“What was that?” she asked.

“Ever been touched by someone and had a little shock?”

“Of course.”

“That means they have some magic in them somewhere.”

Her brows furrowed. “That happens to everyone, though.”

“Everyone has a little bit of the gift.” He smiled at her doubt. “I can't believe your husband never explained any of this to you.”

“Why would he?” Eric had been a cop, and while he would talk about his day, he'd never been graphic in the details. She'd never wanted him to be.

“Because he was a wizard like me.”

Her eyes widened. Eric? A wizard? 

“I see your doubt. Close your eyes,” Toby said. “I'm going to look at your memory of the past. I want to see that night for myself.”

She closed one eye. “You aren't going to kill me, right?”

Toby chuckled. “Would I really tell you if I was? Relax. Take a deep breath,” he said. “Think back to when the man grabbed you.”

Jacqueline breathed, closed both eyes, and brought the memory forward. Her lungs ached as Toby jerked her back in time. “It’s only a memory,” he whispered. “Don’t let go.”
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THE MAN YANKED HER so hard she stumbled, falling to her knees. Thinking quickly, she screamed Eric's name, managing to get the word out before the slap to her face knocked her to the ground. The man leaned over her, a look of wonder in his eyes.

“So you're what the fuss is all about,” he said, laughing. “I thought you'd be more of a fighter.”

As she'd fallen, her hand had grazed against one of the heavy rocks that lined the walkway to the house. She swung her arm, smiling as the rock connected with the stranger's head. He stumbled backward, groaning in pain.

She hauled herself up and ran to the house. Eric opened the door just as she reached for the handle.

“Help me,” she gasped.

Eric's gaze traveled over her shoulder. With a grim face, he pushed her in the house and marched into the rain.

“Stay here,” he ordered, not waiting for her answer. “Call the station.”

Eric strode across the grass to the man lying on the ground. Grabbing the man by the shirt collar, he roughly lugged him up. Blood dripped from a deep gash on the side of his face. Keeping an eye on the action outside, Jacqueline grabbed Eric's cell phone from the hall table and dialed 911. She thought the man said something to Eric, but she couldn't make out the words. 

“911, what is your emergency?” The operator's voice cut through her thoughts.

“I'd like—”

She halted. The stranger shoved Eric, freeing himself, but his hands—they sparkled with red light. Blinking at the oddity of the sight, Jacqueline could only stare as the man thrust his blazing hands at Eric’s chest. Her lips parted as her husband raised his own glowing hands, illuminated with a strange, white light. As she observed, the two men appeared to fight each other, the streams of their independent lights pushing between them. 

“What the hell...”Jacqueline said.

“I'm sorry, ma'am. What did you say the nature of the emergency was?” The operator's voice was impatient, but Jacqueline ignored her. The phone clattered on the table, and she opened the door. Taking a step into the rain, she hugged herself tight. Jacqueline wanted to shout to Eric, to ask about the light, but the words refused to come.

“There's your pretty bride,” the man who attacked her shouted as a crack of lightening made her jump. “Did you really think we wouldn't find her?”

“Jacqueline. Get back in the house,” Eric ordered.

“No need for that.” The man darted behind her car, breaking the streams of light. Jacqueline stepped from the overhang. Eric screamed. The man shot his light at her, hitting her above the heart. Light seared and burnt hair burned her nose as the wound stung. Eric howled and drew her attention. Slumped at her feet, her husband grimaced.

Her mind caught up with the events, events she had missed before. Eric had saved her; he’d leapt in front of the attack. Twisting, he tossed a fireball over his shoulder at the stranger. “No.”
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“ERIC,” SHE WHISPERED. “He saved my life.” Her head slanted. “He really was a wizard.”

“Yes.” Toby eyed the emotions streaking across her exhaustion ringed-face. “Do you know what happened to your attacker?”

“He must have thought I was dead.” Jacqueline leaned forward, resting her head in her palms. “I remember falling to the ground, the pain in my chest unbearable at first. A few minutes passed before I even was able to move to Eric.”

“Maybe you were dead.” 

“What do you mean?”

“What your memory just showed was you being hit with a very powerful blast of magic. If Eric hadn't taken most of it, you would have died.” She blinked. “Maybe you got just enough to trigger your inner banshee.” Tony stretched, rocking his chair back on two legs, and yawned. “Where is your family from?”

“They're from here,” she said. “My folks have lived in Galesburg Falls all of their lives.”

“What's their last name?”

“Green.”

“And what about your ancestors? Where do they come from?”

Disturbed by his question, she chewed on her lip. For some reason he found himself distracted by her mouth, wondering how they would feel to touch. He quickly shook the thought off.

“I don't know. My mom never really wanted to talk about that,” she admitted with a small yawn.

“Is it possible you may have been adopted?” Toby asked.

“What? No... I... I don't think so.” But by now, she could barely keep her eyes open.

Adoption would have explained a few things. Glancing at the clock Toby sighed. As badly as he wanted to question her, she needed to rest. Her face was drawn and pinched with exhaustion, and he couldn't help but feel sorry for her. The rest of the discussion could wait a few hours longer. However, he didn't want her to stay alone. Too many dangerous creatures lurked in the night. The safest place for her to stay would be with him at his cottage down the road, but he didn't think she was going to go for that. Women tended not to want to go back to your place once you told them you were going to have to kill them. 

“Well, finding out about your parents may be something we need to look into,” Toby said. “The banshee from earlier is connected to them. We just need to figure out which family.”

“This is too overwhelming.”

“You need rest.”

“That's an understatement.”

“I'll take you home.”

She looked at him, the worry in her eyes almost palpable. “Is it safe at my place?”

He knew what she really meant. Are you safe? Will you try to kill me?

“I'll make it safe.”

“How?”

“I'll stay the night with you.”

He would have given anything to know her thoughts just then. Fear mixed with a slow blush crept over her face. Hmm... maybe she'd been more aware of him than he'd thought. Could it be that she was attracted to him as he was to her?

No. Of course not. Women like Jacqueline did not go for guys like him. Especially with his quirks. And what was he thinking anyway? He wasn't attracted to her. He just liked her... hair. 

“I have a spare bedroom,” she said. “You could stay there.”

“Sounds good.” He cleared his throat. “I'll weave some protection enchantments for your house, too, after I've had some rest.”

She studied him a moment as if trying to make up her mind, and grabbed her purse. 

“Cool. You make protection spells, and I'll make breakfast.”

****
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THE MAN PRESSED CLOSER to the outside wall of Merlyn's Bar and smiled. The simple cloaking spell he'd cast a few minutes before had allowed him to escape the gaze of Toby Williams and keep his presence a secret just a little longer. Oh, sure, he knew that he'd have to introduce himself to the woman eventually, but years of experience had taught him the art of observation. Amazing what one could learn just by keeping silent, by letting others overlook you even. Information in his sly hands had a habit of becoming a true weapon.

If only his partner had taken his advice and been more discreet. But no. Trenton
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