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        There’s wisdom on the wind, and power.

        Think about it.

        The same breeze that ruffled your hair this morning

        whipped the soccer player’s shorts in Spain yesterday

        and guided the lightning bolt from Zeus’ fist

        millennia ago.

      

        

      
        Aurora Boreal

      

      

      

      Tempestaeries are often described with words like “quirky, erratic… dysfunctional.”

      

      Tempe

      Zeus’ holey boxers! I’d known this would happen, but why now? Why today of all days? I leaned against the heavy oak mantle, shoulders sagging suddenly, and studied the clearly delineated blank space in the dust, the exact shape of my brother’s amphora—that’s “genie bottle” to you mere-mortals.

      My baby brother hadn’t come home last night—for the first time since our little chat.

      A month ago I’d have been calling his cell, taking a detour from my mail route to locate him, or if worse came to the very worst, calling our mother, Phoebe, to find out if she’d seen him. But that was before River and I had a discussion about what he called my “embarrassing over-protectiveness”. As a result, I promised not to leap to dire conclusions when I didn’t hear from him for a day or, he insisted, two. Since then I’d been hands-off, and spectacularly “un-protective”.

      Okay, so he’s not my baby brother. He’s only six years younger than me, and he runs his own contracting business, but I’ve practically raised him since he was four.

      Was he testing me, I wondered, as I took the stairs to the slave quarters of our antebellum home, each one hundred and fifty year old step creaking under my weight. River and I are in the process of remodeling the old house, but each project has to take a back seat to my delivery job for Universal Mail and River’s construction jobs, not to mention our shortage of funds.

      I rapped firmly on his door as I have nearly every morning of his life.

      “River! You up?”

      Before I turned the knob to his apartment I sensed the lack of his Djinni force. The tidy bed confirmed he hadn’t slept here last night. I was tempted to break our agreement right then and call his cell, but I’d heard him loud and clear, “What am I supposed to do, carry you with me when I decide to have sex with a woman?”

      I sooo didn’t want to go there. Of course, that had been his intention.

      I couldn’t afford to be late for work on E-VAL Monday, so I scratched out a benign note, Call me when you get in, had second thoughts, grabbed another piece of paper and wrote, Pizza tonight? I sped down the stairs, plucked my keys from the counter and stepped through the front door onto the veranda.

      Thunder gave a long low grumble in the South. As soon as I heard it I stopped, turned my face up to the sky. My heart rate slowed. My feet itched to sink into the wet grass, to plug into the fresh energy of the approaching storm. I stood for a moment feeling the wind’s intimate caress, inhaling the sweet fragrance of the rain as it drizzled down my cheek. The cool wind lifted my hair with loving fingers. If my nature were feline, I’d have been purring.

      But duty called, so I plucked the soggy newspaper from the driveway, got in my truck, and headed to the postal center. The temperature was starting to drop as the cold front advanced. There were sure to be weather consequences.

      Hot, cold; moist, dry; calm, blustery. These seasonal disputes create a smorgasbord of ionic imbalances. For a Tempestaerie like me, wind is menori, the Breath of Life, and that smorgasbord—the fuel. It can manifest as a mild zephyr, or a full on weather disaster, like Katrina.

      I’m also a Paramortal, a consequence of the ancient bond forged between the supernatural species to ensure peace and defend the weak.

      At least, that’s how it’s supposed to be. If I didn’t have a few little talents, I’d think I was adopted. You’ve heard that old song, “Cry Me a River”? Well, my emotions need to be running pretty high to produce even a trickle from a spigot.

      If you look in the Paramortal dictionary, Tempestaeries are often described with words like “quirky, erratic… dysfunctional.” No kidding, there might even be a picture of my family—if you could capture a Djinni on camera.

      “Functional” would have described my family before Daddy died, before Mother became too preoccupied with her lifestyle to care for her children. Before I was left to raise my baby brother.

      My name is Tempest Pomeroy. Yeah, Tempest and River. Bless mother’s cliché lovin’ heart. I’m just grateful we didn’t wind up as Thunderclap and Snowflake, Black Cloud and Little Sprinkle, or Flash and Flood. With my hair—a bright copper streaked with rainbow hues—I’d have been Flash.

      Back in the day, Paramortals intentionally mingled with human society, so it would be less traumatic for humans to accept our existence on those rare occasions when one of us is exposed inadvertently. Imagine how an unsuspecting mere-mortal would react if he knew the local bartender was a vamp, or the popular ambulance tech, a Dinnchensha. That’s how a budding storm “witch” like me became a mail carrier.

      A few humans suspect we live in their midst, but we try to keep the magical weirdness to a minimum—let them think of it as “quirkiness.””. We don’t just slap them upside the head with the truth, unless the human in question needs an attitude adjustment, or we’re having a particularly bad day.

      Like today—E-VAL Monday, the first of seven days when the mail service re-certifies each carrier through an intense pressure cooker of counts, inspections and evaluations. We call it EVIL week because of the harsh, sometimes unfair scrutiny involved. If you fail to re-cert, one of the hovering substitutes could take your job quicker than you can say, “You’ve got mail”.

      The day was already looking like a seven on the EVIL crapola meter. My supervisor, Calvin Beck stood in the middle of the parking lot, scanning each carrier’s progress and timing us with a stopwatch. “Do not spend company time organizing your packages,” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Get loaded and get out of here.” Of course, if we didn’t organize our loads, we’d find ourselves written up for not returning to the dock on time. And Beck knew it. The upcoming Mardi Gras holiday meant the mail was especially heavy.

      “You just want to skew the results in management’s favor, Beck,” I said, already thinking ahead to my first deliveries, and hoping I wouldn’t be chosen for a driver observation.

      He ignored me and directed his next command at the new carrier who was applying the magnetic warning signs to the sides of her truck.  “Barbara, move it. Good God, look at the time. You should have already had those signs on your truck. Nine minutes…”

      “Ignore him, Barbara,” I called. Beck aimed another glare in my direction. Enough of this. When he looked off I held my tattooed fingertip aloft, tapped into the moisture-laden atmosphere, and used menori to aim those molecules in his direction. Ten seconds later he was banging his stopwatch against his palm. That should do it.

      But as usual, he got the last word.

      “Time,” he called—before I’d finished throwing the last few packages into the truck from my buggy. “Nine minutes, twenty-seven seconds.” He scowled at me. “Next time make it eight, flat.”

      He stepped onto the bumper of Barbara’s truck and yelled, “Listen up, people. There will be a back door inspection today when you return at 4:30. Make sure you’re compliant with regulations and have no, I repeat, no undeliverables. Your scans will be monitored.”

      “Great.” We also might be followed on our route, which meant no speeding, no talking on the cell phone, no rule-breaking. Too bad my brother wasn’t handy. He was the only one who could grant my wish for things to go perfectly.

      I secured the remaining packages and arranged the mail so I could climb in on the right side; stretch my left foot over the console and onto the pedal. I cranked the truck, flipped on my flashing light, and beeped the horn. With my left hand on the steering wheel, I looked over my shoulder and backed out of my space. And felt immediate relief.

      The first two hours of the job, the part with all the BS—that part—I hate. Being on my own, driving the route, connecting with my customers—most days, it’s like being self-employed.

      A squeal of brakes interrupted my reverie and the “Toad” stopped his mail truck just short of my right bumper. With a blast of his horn, he leered out the window. “Zeus—Shoot fire, Fritz. You saw me pulling out.”

      He just leered and blew his horn. “Get those buns out of my way, sweet cakes. I’ve got mail to deliver.” Scanning the area for onlookers, he grabbed his crotch and gave it a tug, “I can always find time for you, though. How ‘bout it, Tempest?”

      “The way I hear it, that package is too small to even be certified.” I heard chuckles behind me as I peeled out of the parking lot, chastising myself for letting him get to me.

      Smoothing the furrow between my eyebrows with my middle finger, I considered the unique pressure. It was odd, not really a headache, more a rumbling threat. I told myself it was the barometer, the Toad’s four-thousandth sexual innuendo, and the worst mail day of the year. It was not because I have a bad temper.
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      His tall broad-shouldered physique could have stopped a train.

      

      Tempe

      I was back in a good frame of mind by the time I drove up to the little green and white rambler with its meticulously manicured pansy beds, plush green grass, and brilliant white picket fence. One of my little talents is reading auras, and the glow around this house said, “I’m contented. My world is perfect.” Newlyweds with a penchant for gardening?

      I was half right—I was contented when Mr. Newlywed answered the door.  His tall broad-shouldered physique could have stopped a train. That is, if the engineer was a woman and she’d been transfixed like me.

      He was all lean sculpted muscles and tanned skin above and below the white cutoff sweats. His ripped calves and abs spoke of hours of conditioning. The tendon in his thigh twitched and my eyes jumped to his face—to a broad smile, framed by a thick layer of fragrant white shaving cream.

      “Mornin’.” His deep voice reverberated, and I expected the vibrations to send the cream on his face sloughing off like an avalanche.

      I regrouped, reading the name off the package, “...um, Jordan Lang?”

      His light silver eyes crinkled and the moist heated scent of his skin stormed through my blood like whitewater rushing through a narrow canyon. A glistening droplet escaped the snowy cream on his cheeks and glided gracefully down the tanned column of his throat. Zigging and zagging like an X-games snowboarder on the bronze diamond slope, it plunged off his chest gleefully, moguled over finely chiseled abs, and disappeared into the snowy white material at his waist.

      Those little water elementals…they have all the fun.

      “... sign something?”

      Another dollop of white fluff landed on the package I was holding and brought me screeching back to the present.

      “The package…” His lips quirked and the crinkled lines around his eyes deepened. He rubbed a white towel over his wet hair, and my eyes went to his biceps which bunched and enticed with each rub. My favorite part of a man’s body. “Do I need to sign for it?” he asked once again.

      Zeus’ bolts! I’d felt a mysterious pull when I looked into his eyes, like nothing I’d felt before, and I’d probably been staring at him like some star struck fan-girl.  My face heated, but since I couldn’t do like my brother—make a wish and disappear—I relied on routine, handing him the E-pad. “Print your name on the top line, please, and sign underneath.”

      “Who is it?” a female voice called from the interior of the house. The Missus? A flush of embarrassment hit. I grit my teeth to keep from rolling my eyes. I’d been about to flirt with a man who was taken. Get me out of here.

      “Just the mail, Sweetheart. I’ve got it.”

      He angled in by me, accepted the stylus, and signed in bold, totally unreadable strokes. Must be a doctor—a surgeon with those hands. I could see them performing surgery, stroking a woman’s cheek, moving across my skin, easing upward… I reached for the stylus and zap, chain lightning crackled along my heated nerve endings.

      He’d felt it, too; his eyes elongated and flashed silver, focusing on me like lasers. Reality receded and the present went from brilliant and alive to gray, muted. Spinning dizzily, I felt as if my body left the porch and spun off into the clouds…straight up, the dome of the sky sitting around me like a bubble.

      

      I look back at the clouds and the circling earth. Ahead I see the white line of the horizon; higher I go until everything in front of me is the deep blue of the stratosphere. Beautiful. The weight on my chest is… unbearable. My eyes widen as I flip over into a swan dive, plummeting back to earth, the spinning horizon on my left as mountains come into view. Mountains… in Louisiana... huh!

      I endure another dizzying rotation through a massive thunderhead. I hear... I hear—Metallica? rocking in the background and see rooster tails of dark water flying beneath me. I blast skyward like a geyser straight up into an azure sky.

      Oohhh… Vapor flares behind me, curling away into the sun. I tilt my head awkwardly. The sky… is upside down. Squinting, I remember, “Don’t look at the Sun.” Suddenly, The heaviness on my chest is lifted and I stagger, dropping through a cottony carpet of clouds, descending toward black waves, blue flames, and silver green eyes…

      

      “Hey.” A hand encircled my wrist.

      The green trim of the small porch materialized in front of me. I gripped the rail avoiding his eyes. What was that?

      “Are you okay?” Hunky Doctor asked.

      I beat the scanner with my palm to cover my discombobulation. “Uh, sure,” I said, clearing my throat. “My… scanner quit,” I said, keeping my eyes down on the instrument as I restarted it. I tapped my foot staring at the screen…waiting, waiting…feeling his steamy heat next to me. Finally, it came back online. I scanned the barcode and pushed the package into his hands.

      “Have a good day,” I called as I dashed down the steps to my truck.

      What was with the hallucination? Another one of those symptoms Aurora kept warning me about? I gave myself a mental shake. No time to think about it right now. I had to get to the route, make up some time.

      As I backed out of the driveway, I looked over my shoulder. Dr. Jordan made one arresting figure, but the female he had his arm around didn’t look much older than seventeen. I sighed. What a waste.

      I floored the accelerator, my tires squealing sharply as they hit the curb and found purchase on the asphalt.

      There are a lot of things I love about my job—the rhythms of it, driving the streets, interacting with my customers. Well, most of them. My customers are like family, and you know how that is—sometimes you wanna kill ‘em. If things didn’t turn around soon, today might be one of those days.
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        * * *

      

      Jack

      “Where did she come from?”

      Something about my new mail carrier appealed to me, despite the feistiness I sensed below the surface. She was damned sexy, and normal. She had a government job. Hell, part of what I found sexy about her was her normal-ness. Normal was great.

      It made my decision to put up a mailbox rather than continue to get our mail at work a win-win. Jordie had been responsible for that. She didn’t want everyone at the office knowing she was on acne meds, or speculating about her Victoria Secret packages. I was on board with that. So I bought the new mailbox and requested mail delivery, thinking we’d get one of those scruffy old mailmen like the one we had in Memphis.

      I groaned as a few sprinkles hit the porch in front of me. Better get my act together and get dressed. Jordie’s appointment was in twenty minutes.

      As lightning flashed toward town, I pictured the mail lady with the bizarre rainbow hair, the only indication of a possible adjustment in my opinion. What was up with that? We didn’t need another weirdo in our life for sure. I’d sworn off women after my first experience with Jordie’s mother. It would have been nice to have a date, or a woman, now and then, but it was safer to be cautious.

      Even as the image of T. Pomeroy flashed across my mind again, I affirmed that it was better this way. Right now my job and Jordie were my top priorities.

      I’d probably never see her again anyway.
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      I sounded like a bad vamp movie.

      

      Tempe

      The mailbox at 5 Casino Drive was decorated in cheery green foil with a new red flag standing straight up. Odd, since this customer never put mail in their box. As soon as I slid to a stop the lid flew open.

      “Happy St. Paddy’s Day!”

      An eight inch Leprechaun unfolded himself out of the mailbox and leaned against the opening, one ankle crossed over the other.

      I aimed a look heavenward as I held my hand out. He slapped a green painted coin into it with a flourish. It read Good for a Guinness at Bons Amis.

      He winked, “Dunnae’ tell Liam.” Liam is the half Churichaun-half vamp bartender at a popular local bar.

      Marty’s an Imp, not a Leprechaun, but he can shift into a variety of forms depending on his agenda. And he always has an agenda. Usually it’s to create havoc whenever, wherever and however…thus the term “imp.” Marty’s costume consisted only of a red wig, shiny black shoes and a quivering four-leaf clover positioned squarely over his frisky Imp-hood.

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “I thought imps and four leaf clovers couldn’t⁠—”

      “It’s just polyester,” Marty grinned, stroking the clover and waggling his eyebrows, gauging my reaction. The show was about to begin.

      “‘Ahh, Colleen, where is your green?’ ”

      He placed his hand over his heart and gushed Thomas Daly’s poem in his best stage voice,

      “‘The whole blue vault of heaven is wan grand triumphal arch…

      ...Fur the whole world is Irish, on the Seventeenth o’ March!’”

      “Yeah, well, you’ve just exposed yourself as an IMPoster and certainly not Irish. Today is February seventeenth. You’re a month early.” I laughed.

      “Wh⎯” The delight on his face vanished.

      Uh-oh, he was miffed. Marty was a might unpredictable. Better smooth things over. “But, Marty, m’ lad. You cut a fine Leprechau’ish figure, if I do say so m’self.”

      He sketched a solemn bow.

      “Now, tell me what you’re doing here—” A prickle of disquiet sizzled down my neck. Marty was often found in River’s company. Did his appearance have something to do with River? I shouldn’t have ignored the feeling I’d had this morning that something was wrong. Sure, River had told me to back off, but he usually let me know when he had something planned.

      “River.” The name slipped from my lips, and Marty flinched, nearly dropping his cover to expose more than I wanted to see. True to his Imp nature, he ignored me, looking around and straightening the edges of the poly clover.

      Sniffing, he said, “I just stopped by to wish you a Happy St. Paddy’s Day, Tempest. But as ye pointed out me lack of proper timing, I’ll be leavin’.”

      “Wait⎯” but the sulky little Imp had poofed.

      “Damn. If only Marty were a cooperative sidekick—one that played by Paramortal rules. But then, maybe he did, and I didn’t know the secret. If I saw him again, I’d have to figure out a way to make him cooperate.
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        * * *

      

      “…Nothing but a bunch of high paid idiots.”

      Mr. Jackson’s hands shook as he beat the envelope against the hood of my mail truck. The eighty-year old grouch stood around five-three, his body withered from arthritis and bad habits, cigarette stench wafting around him. He’d dyed his comb-over hair black, what there was of it, and his beady eyes looked just about that color. It was pretty creepy.

      I sighed and watched him stomp—well, in his case—gimp with attitude in my direction. He attempted to plant his feet firmly in the thick grass, but rocked back and forth on his heels. He lifted his cane, and aimed it at me. It did make more impact than his wrinkly index finger.

      Glaring he said, “It’s not like it was when I worked for the Postal Service, the real one. We cared about our job. Now they put it all in order for you and all you do is ride around in an air-conditioned truck and poke it in the box.”

      I resent that. The last time I had air-conditioning was just before the Chevy turned over her second hundred thousand.

      “Yet, here I am again getting mail that’s not even addressed to me! Like this.” He gripped an envelope in his gnarled fingers, shaking it in my face. While I waited for his rant to end, I looked up at the fast moving clouds. Then the sharp corner of an envelope hit my cheek. The old fart had thrown his mail at me.

      I scrubbed my face with my hands trying to keep a lid on my temper. I overlook a lot of what Mr. Jackson does out of respect for his age and because he was a carrier for over forty years. “Mr. Jackson, I realize you’re frustrated, but you need to calm down.”

      “Then stop giving me mail that isn’t mine!” he screamed. If his purple complexion and the rigid veins in his neck were any indication, he was about to blow a gasket. He started trembling violently as if he were about to have a seizure, and drifted forward over his cane.

      Uh-oh.

      I slammed the lever into park, kicking packages and mail out of my way, and shoved the door open with my foot. I didn’t remember grabbing my cell from over the visor, but as I knelt next to Mr. Jackson, I heard, “911” in my headset and realized I’d pushed the emergency button.

      I leaned over to check his airway and listened to his chest. He wasn’t breathing.

      I tilted the old man’s head back and began fast, brief compressions, the way my friend Montana, an EMT, had instructed me.

      “911. What is your emergency?” the voice requested in a monotone.

      “One, two, three, four…Phineas T. Jackson, 26 Stony Drive. One, two, three, four… Blackwell subdivision...doing CPR.”

      “I’m sending a unit. Stay on the line.”

      I sped up the compressions on his frail chest praying I wouldn’t break anything.

      The dispatcher said in her calm, almost bored voice, “ETA is eight minutes. Can you give me any information for the EMTs?”

      Eight...friggin’… minutes. “Mid-eighties...he had some kind of seizure and he’s not breathing.” Seconds ticked off as I continued to pump his chest. I stopped, put my fingers to his mouth. Nothing.

      “Oomph,” I sat back. He wasn’t going to make it. Unless… Maybe there was something I could do, but then I’d never actually attempted it. Usually it just happened when things got out of control. Well, not things—me.

      Part of the problem was I’d be in clear sight of anyone looking this way from their front yard or driving down the street, but if I didn’t try something before the EMTs arrived, he was going to die. I looked around. It had to be now. I wondered if my little zapper would have enough zip.

      Mr. Jackson’s tirade had miraculously not drawn any attention. The street was deserted. A squirrel bounded onto the road nearby, swished his tail madly and took off toward a large oak. At least he couldn’t tell.

      Extending my hand out in front of me, palm up, I concentrated, willing the power inside me to obey. Again, nothing. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, grit my teeth, and whispered hopefully, “Come to me.”

      Blast! I sounded like a bad vamp movie. Separating my index finger, the one with the tiny tattoo-like image on the tip, away from my other fingers, I turned it up toward the darkening sky.

      The cells in my body began to vibrate. Like an energy solar panel, menori tapped the unstable air and focused it like a laser through the tattoo, accumulating until my head felt like it would explode.

      The rumble beneath my feet was the only notice I had of the electric strike that rode straight up my legs, curling in my midsection and crawling swiftly along my right arm to produce my own version… of a 4th of July sparkler, emanating out of that fingertip. Then the sparks changed. Brilliant bolts of crackling white light spit and sizzled in my palm, sending jagged streamers of hot blue fire ten feet into the air. I just gawked.

      A car entering a nearby street freed me from the mesmerizing light display. This was different from any of the charging I’d previously experienced. Bigger. Usually it just sort of replenished on its own. Panicked, I looked over my shoulder, and exhaled. So far so good.

      Now what? I needed to command the fire in my hand to... what? Before I could say, “Be gone,” or “Go thither,” the light subsided to a small crackly glow. That was it then.

      Instinct took over. I knelt beside Mr. Jackson, placing my glowing index finger against his chest. With a single szzwaattt, I zapped him, right in the heart. His chest arched up only the barest of seconds as it met my magical defibrillator, then his body relaxed.

      Momentarily deafened and somewhat addled as my faculties came back online, I groped for the pulse in his neck. For a second I thought I’d failed. But then, his tired, smoke glutted organ started beating.

      Thank the gods.

      Only the slight whiff of burnt flesh remained on the wind. Drained of energy, I swiped the back of my hand across my forehead. That’s when I noticed the mark.

      “Zeus’ rechargeable bolts! That better be temporary.”

      Centered on the spot where I’d zapped him, a pale image was forming. It looked like a pale, mini version of… well… me.
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      Don’t let the mere-mortals see you use your magic.

      

      Tempe

      I held Mr. Jackson’s wrist while we waited for the ambulance and spoke softly to him, telling him he was going to be okay, until a shadow moved over us, and a hand dropped onto my shoulder. I looked up. Silhouetted against the glare of the intermittent clouds was the broad form of a man, in a cowboy hat.

      “Sheriff—I’ll take over.”

      I rose and stepped aside, wondering what he’d seen. In the immediacy of the moment I’d almost blown Paramortal rule number one, Don’t let the mere-mortals see you use your magic.

      His capable looking hands replaced mine on the old man’s wrist. He leaned over him and checked his responses. “He’s breathing. Go move your truck so the EMTs can pull in.”

      “Right.”

      I parked my truck in the driveway adjacent to Mr. Jackson’s and ran back to the scene on the right of way. Perspiration was causing the sheriff’s white shirt to adhere to his impressively broad shoulders. I heard the ambulance approaching. The driver cut the siren as they turned onto the gravel road, pulling up even with the driveway.

      Montana, and her partner, Rafe, one of a few enlightened humans, started unloading equipment next to Mr. Jackson. “We’ve got it, Sheriff. Tempe,” Rafe said.

      I caught Montana’s eye, tapped my chest with my index finger and pointed discreetly at the prone figure. “He started breathing just before the sheriff arrived.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Good thing you were here, Tempe.”

      The sheriff stood and I saw now that what I’d mistaken for a cowboy hat was actually one of those flannel trooper style hats. He addressed me, pulling a small notebook from his jacket pocket. “Your name, ma’am?”

      “Tempest Pomeroy. I’m Mr. Jackson’s mail carrier. He was by the road waiting for me.”

      “Explain.”

      “As usual, Mr. Jackson wanted to complain about some mis-delivered mail. He was out of control, I mean, worse than usual—slapping his letter against my antenna, pounding his cane on my hood. I realized it was over the top behavior even for him when he started screaming, then he threw a letter at me. Before I could get out of my truck, he went face first into the grass.”

      While the sheriff took notes, I asked Rafe about Mr. Jackson’s condition.

      “Looks like an M.I.—cardiac arrest—but he’s stabilized. Good job, you two.” Closing the back doors on the gurney with Montana and Jackson inside, he stepped up into the vehicle and took off, sirens blaring, lights pulsing once again.

      “Okay, Ms. Pomeroy, I have your statement. Give me your address and phone number and you can get back to work.” He handed me the notebook.

      The bill of his hat shaded his eyes, but I felt him studying me. Suddenly I wished I was wearing something sexier than jeans and a sweatshirt; my hair brushed out, instead of in a ponytail out of necessity; and maybe a bit of makeup?

      I sighed. I am what I am. If a guy’s looking for a fashion plate, he won’t be interested in a woman whose priorities include a delivery job and remodeling a hundred-fifty-year-old house.

      He reached for his pen and for the second time that day, I felt a little zing, and that weird weightless feeling. Maybe my luck was changing. I really should talk to Aurora about the visions and hormonal blips.

      Before things could get awkward, I said, “I’d better go. I’m running behind. Ever since my first delivery this morning, things have gone steadily down hill.” I started toward my truck.

      “See ya’ around, Tempest Pomeroy,” the sheriff said under his breath.

      “Back ‘atcha, Sheriff.” I felt his gaze on me all the way to my truck. You gotta love those little pheromones.

      I backed out of the driveway, the oscillating light on top of my cab reflecting off his spotless vehicle. As he got behind the wheel I watched the play of strong thigh muscles against khaki and tried to get my mind back on my progress. I had four hours to deliver five hours’ worth of mail—without further interruptions.

      I pushed the pedal down, my tires slinging gravel. From the look I got in my rear view mirror, a rock had struck the sheriff’s brand new SUV.

      “Shoot-fire.”
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      Hey, Princess, you’re a little uptight.

      

      Tempe

      I turned onto Hawthorn Street, and tried River’s cell again. On the sixth ring I heard my brother’s voice, “You’ve reached Pomeroy Construction, leave your name, state your—” I bypassed it, threatening him with his life if he didn’t call me UDWITM, which he knew as “you don’t wanna ignore this message”.

      So far, it wasn’t working. For the first time since I left Harmony, I wondered if I should call the authorities. Now that was an overreaction! I could just hear him, “Back off, ‘Mommy’.”

      I called Montana and asked her how Mr. Jackson was doing. “He’s still stable. I see you finally met the new sheriff,” Montana said. “Hunky, huh?”

      “Yeppers,” I said noncommittally. “I met another guy this morning on my route, new customer—a doctor, I think.” I described the man in the green house to Montana, who subsequently dubbed him “Six packs and Shaving Cream.”

      I laughed. “He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but you know what they say—when something seems too good to be true…  It looked like he was more interested in women half his age.”

      “At least your radar is tuned in.”

      “Um…that’s not why I called.”

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s River. He didn’t come home last night.”

      “So?”

      I sighed, my hands gripping the mail bundle.

      “You are the meddling sister whose brother told her just two weeks ago to back off, are you not?”

      “Yes...”

      “Tempe, you’re having empty-nest-while-still-in-the-nest syndrome. I get that, but River is a man. And hey—Djinni, remember? He can take care of himself.”

      Grudgingly, I agreed. “Ok, you’re right. I guess.”

      “I’m right, and you should be concentrating on some of what River’s concentrating on. How long since you’ve been on a date?”

      An image of Hunky Doctor in sweat shorts intruded and I considered maybe I’d been wrong about the situation. “I think I’m losing you. Yes, you’re breaking up, krchh, krrccchh.”

      “You’re not fooling me, Tempe. See if you can’t hook up with that sexy doctor. A roll in the hay wouldn’t hurt you a damn bit. See you tomorrow.”

      I knew she had a point. I hadn’t so much as looked at another man since Dylan, though after two years we’d settled into an imperfect kind of friendship.

      A couple minutes later I heard, “Call from Freddie. Decline or accept?”

      “Accept?” I said tentatively into my headset, and crossed my fingers.

      Freddie Taylor was a local handyman—think bull, china shop. When he fixed things without supervision, he usually cost me more than I paid him. Today, he was supposed to be cleaning up the mess we’d made last weekend preparing to install a new tin roof.

      An excited Freddie said, “Uh, Tempe...uh⁠—”

      Oh, no! Tension settled across my shoulders, and I gripped the steering wheel, as if that could make the news any better. Rubbing my temples where the earlier pounding was turning into a thunder bumper, I asked, “What is it, Fred?”

      “Well, you said to wait on the window⁠—”

      I squeezed the phone, crossed every appendage I could while driving from my awkward position, and prayed. “I remember. What happened?” I pulled onto the shoulder.

      The huge window had been a special order for the wall in the dining room that overlooked the Forge, named for the ancient power cooking beneath it—the locals only knew it as Lightning Bayou.

      “Well,” his country accent made it sound like wowl, “I k-kinda had an accident.”

      I felt like I’d been sucker punched. A groan escaped before I could stop it.

      “I didn’t try to put the window in, Miss Tempe. I was breaking up some of that concrete mix we spilled near the back porch and a chunk flew over and hit the window.” There was a long pause on the line and what I thought might have been a sniffle. “I’m sorry, Tempe. Do you w-want me to go?” Freddie’s voice was soft.

      I wanted to wring his damn neck. I should try to find someone else. To say this wasn’t the first time Freddie’d screwed up was like saying Katrina caused a bit of flooding in New Orleans. This window cost me a month’s salary. The first one had met its end when Freddie accidentally hit it with a long piece of roofing tin he was carrying a month ago. He knew as well as I did that I couldn’t keep absorbing these losses. But when I thought about letting him go, I imagined his hangdog expression, and remembered he used his handyman funds to provide for his elderly aunt and sister. I’d just have to suck it up… and make  sure River was on hand to supervise next time.

      You’d think putting a little fear into Freddie about consequences would make him more careful but it only makes it worse. I’d have to dig into River’s contracting account this time because we had to have that window. There was a black plastic-covered hole in our dining room wall and I was tired of looking at it.

      My headset beeped. I shook my head. It was turning into Grand Central. I searched the street for postal monitors. “Freddie, I have another call. Just clean up around there, and I’ll see you this evening. Okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said dejectedly.

      I pressed the button on my earpiece. “Hello?”

      “Is this Tempest Pomeroy?” an angry man on the other end asked.

      My first thought was that my check to the Window Store might have bounced. The guy on the other end was on the rude side of professional. “Who’s this?”

      “Max Rutledge. Your brother made me cancel another job to have my men here at six this morning. You can tell him I expect him to pay for our time. It’s not my fault he can’t keep his business straight.”

      Fear slithered through me. 11:50 and River hadn’t made it to the site. “Have you tried his cell phone?”

      He made an irritated huff. “Since seven-oh-five this morning; all I get is voicemail.”

      “And you left a message?” River would never ignore a call from one of his contractors.

      “What do you take me for⁠—”

      What was it with the men in my world today?

      “Mr. Rutledge, please…I’ve been trying to get a hold of him myself. You have to admit, it isn’t like River not to show up. I’m truly sorry for the inconvenience; he wouldn’t expect you to hang around indefinitely.”

      Max Rutledge sighed through the phone. His next words were lower, “Well, I just assumed.” He cleared his throat. “One of the framers said, hmm, well, he saw him leavin’ the Wasted Turtle with a woman last night, and they looked pretty... chummy, if you get my drift.”

      So he had been with a woman. “Do you think I could talk to that worker?”

      If River had been at the Turtle last night, it would explain why he hadn’t come home, but not why Mr. Responsible hadn’t shown up for work and wasn’t answering his cell phone. Easy, Tempe. Maybe he’d overslept. It was unusual for River to sleep in on a workday, but it happens to the best of us, especially after a night...uhn, not going there…

      “I sent the crew to another job.” Rutledge’s tone sounded almost apologetic, “but here’s his cell.”

      I wrote the number down and acknowledged the contractor’s apology. “I completely understand, Max. I’ll let you know when I hear from him.”

      As soon as I hung up, my phone rang again. If I hadn’t been afraid it might be my brother, I would have ignored it. I pressed the button. “River?”

      “Penelope. What’s up?”

      “Dylan.” More mini-pheromones. Unwanted ones. What did he want?

      Dylan is an independent investigator and my ex-lover. It had been over between us for two years. I was somewhat embarrassed that since we’d become friends again, I enjoyed a warm feeling whenever he called me one of those “P” names. I’m pathetic.

      Before you ask, the “P” names are a mystery to me as well, but they remind me of the happy times between us. And also, the annoying ones. Honestly, it was hard to remember a time when he’d actually called me by my name. Huh.

      “Where are you? Did you see me pull over to use my cell phone?”

      “Hey, Princess, you’re a little uptight. Evil week getting you down?”

      “Yeah, that’s it,” I said. Add to that multiple strange encounters with alphas this morning—count ‘em—two postal employees, a sexy doctor, a mad contractor, a hunky lawman, a wayward Imp, and the one on the other end of my phone, my ex-lover.

      “What do you want, Dylan? I’m behind.”

      “Uh-huh, in a hurry. And yet you’re sitting on the side of the road...”

      I looked around.

      “Your words,” he reminded me.

      “Dylan, can we do this later? I need to deliver a package.” I drove the short distance to Inez Messer’s driveway and blew my horn to announce my arrival, and so Dylan would get to the point.

      “Sorry, babe. I need to ask you about the delivery for Mrs. Karrakas.” My teeth ground together. “She’s insisting there’s a witness you didn’t leave the package like you said.”

      That— “Dylan, we’re talking about the Karrakases. It’s common knowledge they paid for that villa on the golf course with lawsuits.”

      “Hey, Petunia, I’m on your side, remember? I just have to get to the bottom of it. Now, run it by me one more time.”

      It would do no good to argue with Dylan once he got the doggy bone in his teeth. I let out a long noisy, frustrated sigh and recited for the gazillionth time, “Wednesday, 1:05, I pulled up to the house, rang the bell, scanned the package with the permission to leave label and left it just inside the open garage. I even sat there rearranging bundles while I waited for her maid to answer.”

      “Did you see anyone on the street? Kids, services, anybody that might have seen you?”

      “No.” My interest was piqued. “Why is this such a big deal?”

      “The club was worth almost a thousand.”

      I frowned and pictured that scene in my head again, searching for anything I’d missed, while I tapped my fingertips on the steering wheel. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would anyone send something that valuable through the mail and not register it, or at the very least require a signature? Sounds fishy to me.”

      “Well, don’t worry those rainbow tresses. I’m on a job, but I’ll be in touch.”

      I’d heard that one before.
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      He was cruisin’ for a bruisin’. . .

      

      Tempe

      I’d lost thirty minutes on the phone calls from Freddie, Max and Dylan. If things kept up like this I wouldn’t get back to the mail center before midnight.

      As soon as I got caught up I’d call Phoebe. I dreaded conversations with my mother. Besides, if River had spent the night at her place he’d have shown up for work. And taken his bottle. Then again, he might have called her; they had a better relationship than Phoebe and I did.

      I risked using my cell one last time to contact the worker who’d seen River. His service said he was unavailable. I resolved to call River every hour, whether it was against the rules or not.

      Like many of my elderly customers, Inez Messer spent the time between ten and one anticipating the arrival of her mail. Today her anticipation had paid off. I grabbed the registered package and walked up her driveway.

      She stood hunched over near the edge of her porch, her eyes bright with child-like energy. Even in her eighties her hair was still mostly blonde. I had seen the photos of Inez on top of her TV. She’d been a Grace Kelly lookalike, with thick blonde hair and gorgeous skin. Her soft pink angora sweater matched the high color in her cheeks.

      “Hi, Ms. Inez. How are you?”

      “I’m so excited, Tempest. That package is from a girlfriend I went to nursing school with… sixty-seven years ago.” Her eyes lit up, making her seem younger than her eighty-six years. She reached for the box and whispered, “We dated the same boy in college—the two-timing slug—both of us ending up old maids.”

      I hadn’t heard that term in a while. “Men are such jerks.”

      It seemed like that, today at least, not to mention that I’d never had a relationship with a man that they didn’t die or walk away. It was enough to give a girl a complex, not that I have one. I kept trying to tell myself that I’d been the one to end it with Dylan...

      I stepped onto the porch. “Would you like to see what’s inside, Tempest?” Inez asked nearly bouncing up and down on the lounge cushion.

      What was another five minutes? “I sure would, Ms. Inez.” I knelt down while she ripped into the box with the enthusiasm of a five-year-old birthday girl. Oops.

      “Is it your birthday?”

      “Oh, no, dear. Nancy and I celebrate our friendship each year with an anniversary gift. You see, our fiancée skipped out on both of us. I found out about Nancy when the jeweler had a mix up and we both showed up for the ring sizing. Apparently, that shuckster had paid for the ring already. So, Nancy and I decided to get him back. She broke up with him, then told him she’d lost the ring.”

      “Good for her. What did he say?”

      “What could he say? I think he knew he was cruisin’ for a bruisin’ if he messed with us. I confronted that cad about the jeweler and bid him good riddance.”

      I smiled. Her words gave me a hint of what she’d been like back in the fifties. Or maybe the years following her broken engagement had given her that spunk along with the independent streak.

      Inez placed the little box on her lap, turned it toward me, and flipped the lid open to reveal a stunning diamond and emerald ring. “It’s our reminder that we didn’t need a man to have a full life; it’s my year to wear it.”

      She slid the ring onto her left thumb where it dangled like a bracelet. Her smile faltered, the bravado slipping.

      I stood, placing my hand on her frail shoulder. “Well, I have to run. Maybe we could dress up one night and go show that stunner off.”

      “I’d like that.”

      I made a mental note to do just that. Soon.

      Inez hugged me briefly. My throat tightened as I hugged her back.

      “Tempe, honey,” she paused, measuring her words. “Don’t use me as confirmation of why your relationships with men haven’t worked out. After all, it wasn’t your fault your father died, nor his, and not all men cheat.” She patted my hand. “Sometimes, shit just happens.”

      I nearly choked as she rose. “I’m going to go call Nancy and let her know I got the ring.” She turned back suddenly. “Oh, Tempest, I almost forgot. Have you met that new Sheriff Lang? He is such a hottie.”

      I coughed. “The sheriff?” I could feel the flush rising on my neck, which belied my next words, “Uh, I hadn’t noticed.”

      As I returned to my truck, I heard, “You will, honey. You will.”
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        * * *

      

      Traffic was bumpered up like rush hour in Baton Rouge when I pulled up to Flowers by Dick and snatched my ePad off the dash. Cars, police cruisers, telephone company service trucks, and a bus were packed into the parking lot for Gator’s Grub, Destiny’s hottest lunch spot.

      The package I had for the flower shop was really too big for me to manage, though I’d never admit it to Dick Randall.

      “What in the world could a florist need that is this heavy?” I grunted, setting my hip against the side of the truck and struggling to get my arms around the box so I could maneuver it.

      “If you asked real nice, I’d help you with that.”

      Dick stood leaning casually against the front of his shop, arms crossed, revealing his true intention, to do nothing, and enjoying my struggles. “You should grab a napkin, Dick; the sarcasm is dripping down your shirt,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Dragging the box off the edge of the pickup, I lugged it slowly up each step as he watched, a mean smirk on his face.

      “Swing the door open wide, please.”

      He followed me into the shop, and I thought, stay away from me, just before I felt the pinch on my butt. I whirled. The corner of the box hit Dick in his considerable belly causing me to lose my grip. Ok, so maybe I uncurled my fingers a wee bit. The box upended, slamming down onto the floor.

      “Yowww!”

      Too bad, Dick’s foot was between the package and the floor. Oh, well...

      Dick struggled to pull his foot out from under the box. “You bitch! I’m calling the cops.”

      “Suit yourself,” I said. “Meantime, hold it right there while I scan the confirmation.” I aimed the scanner at the barcode and heard the bleep as it registered the delivery. “Allllrighty then. Have a good day.” I smiled sweetly and started for the door, but it was blocked by a familiar figure.

      Not. . . now. Not. . . now. I stomped my foot down and huffed out a breath.

      “Ms. Pomeroy,” Sheriff Lang tipped his hat with a lifted eyebrow that asked, you again?

      My thoughts exactly. “Sheriff.”

      Behind me, Dick whined, “Sheriff, I want her arrested for assault.”

      The sheriff and I both turned like our heads were on swivels and looked at the hulking, red faced slob swaying on one foot at the other side of the four and a half foot package, trying to look mortally injured.

      “I assaulted you? You creep!” My temper returned with a vengeance. And when I got mad... Come to think of it, my emotions seemed to be getting the best of me today.

      “And you are?” the sheriff asked the flower shop owner, taking his trusty notebook from his pocket.

      “Dick—”

      “—Head,” I finished.

      Dick glowered at me. “Dick Randall. Mayor Randall is my brother.” He flung those five words at the law officer as if to say, “you might as well haul her ass to jail right now.” The sheriff’s lip quivered as though struggling not to smile.

      “How unfortunate for you,” I said.

      The sheriff turned to me, his face now carefully stern. “Miss Pomeroy, if you can’t restrain yourself, I’ll have to ask you to wait outside while I get Mr. Randall’s statement.”

      I wasn’t going anywhere while Dick gave his statement. I stomped to the front window and looked at the arrangements in the display.

      Flowers by Dick. What kind of name was that for a flower shop anyway? The arrangements in the window were chinzy fabric or plastic, his stamp on each abomination as unique as a criminal’s fingerprint. Come to think of it, his idea of art should be a crime. Everything looked like it’d been mass produced in a sweatshop and shipped by the container load. Cheap.

      “I was trying to be a gentleman⁠—”

      “Oh, puleeze.” I spun and caught the mean smile on Dick’s face just as the sheriff spun toward me.

      “That’s it.” He waved his hand in the direction of the door. “Out. I’ll take your statement when I’m done with Mr. Randall’s.”

      Fuming, I strode out onto the front porch, throwing myself onto the bench by the diner. What I really wanted to do was give ol’ Dick a major zap with my Zeus juice. Unfortunately, I seemed to be zapped out. Too bad I didn’t catch him elsewhere with the corner of that package.

      I sat forward, my shaking hands hanging between my knees, and took two long breaths. It wasn’t just my hands. I felt like all the forces of weather my kind influenced were clashing inside me.

      Listening to Dick’s whining voice from inside, I looked at my watch, and groaned. 12:15. Now, I was at least two hours behind schedule, and I had an Xpress delivery that had to be delivered on the other side of town before 3:00. I might have to ask someone, a supervisor someone, to deliver it. Ugh!
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        * * *

      

      Jack

      I went looking for Pomeroy and found her sitting on the bench checking her watch, her foot tapping the porch impatiently.  She still hadn’t recognized me and the jury was out on whether I wanted her to or not. She could certainly benefit from an Anger Management Class, though Dick Randall would try anyone’s patience.

      Then there was the call I’d received this morning from a councilman’s wife about a missing golf club she claimed her mail carrier, Tempe, had stolen. Sure, I’d just met this carrier today but her being a thief didn’t track for me.

      “Miss Pomeroy.”

      She jerked up off the bench like a child’s jack-in-the-box, her hand on a cocked hip. “He’s lying, you know.”

      “You didn’t drop the box on his foot?”

      I almost laughed when she stammered, “Well, yes...er, no… but he wasn’t trying to help me by pinching me on the as... butt. If I hadn’t had my arms around that package, I’d have given him more to worry about than a dinged toe.”

      I chuckled. Randall had been goading her. Her emotions were so close to the surface that she was an easy mark for someone like him. “Just the facts, ma’am,” I quipped, trying to give her a break but she wasn’t helping her case.

      “Surely you don’t believe that lying—” She vibrated with frustration.

      I held up my pad, “Let’s start from the top. You got out of your truck...” I moved my pen in a circle.

      Her shoulders rose as she looked up at the sky then blew out the rest of her mad. “Okay, but sheesh...” She ran her hands through the dyed strands of her hair. “I am getting so far behind,” she said, sounding near tears.

      She recounted her version of the events, her animation causing her hair to fly around her shoulders. It was close to how I’d assessed the situation, having seen Randall’s type many times over the years, their M.O. being mean arrogance and casting blame like manure. “When it sticks, they win.”

      “What?” Tempe frowned up at me.

      “Just going over my notes,” I lied. “Come with me.” I led the way back into the flower shop where Dick was sitting on a chair making a fuss over his reddened toe.

      He glared at me. “She should have to pay for the doctor’s charges⁠—”

      “Get over it, Randall. I’m leaving both statements in writing just in case any further incidents should call for a review. Understood?” I won the staring contest, though Randall grumbled under his breath.

      “She should have to at least apologize⁠—”

      “Like hell,” Tempe said. “This isn’t the first time you’ve caused me grief, Dick.”

      “Oh, no.” Dick rose and looked like he wanted to advance, but I was in the way. “We have a history,” he said putting emphasis on the first syllable.

      I turned to look at Tempe and met eyes the color of a derecho, the tumultuous teal colored clouds on the edge of a straight-line wind. I felt like the referee between a lightweight and a super heavyweight, and right now… I’d have bet on the storm.

      I pointed at the floor between them, and delivered my best glare, the one that works on everyone—except my daughter. “Starting now, the history stops here.”

      Prolonged silence.

      “Are we clear, people?” I pushed.

      No answer, but Tempe turned and stomped to her truck. Dick shoved his foot into his shoe and limped around behind the counter.

      I stared at the ceiling and counted to twenty. After Tempe spun out of the parking lot, I walked next door to finish my lunch.
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      The carrier is the first line of defense.

      

      Tempe

      For the next two hours I made headway. I delivered three certifieds, gave some tourists directions, documented undeliverable pieces, tried without success to run over Mrs. Wilson’s crazy tire-biting cur dog, and left my route at two-thirty to catch the Xpress delivery so I could retain some Brownie points with my supervisor.

      I still couldn’t reach River or Phoebe.

      “Perkins,” the supervisor on duty answered when I called for permission to leave my route.

      “Hey, Richard, just wanted to let you know I’m diverting to Newcastle for the Xpress, then I’ll come back to Enchanted Glen.”

      “Having one of them days, huh, Temp?”

      “You heard about Dick?”

      “He called Bancroft and complained.”

      “Great!”

      Ed Bancroft was the corporate man in charge of E-VAL certifications, and he was looking for any opportunity to trim the budget.

      “What did Bancroft say?” I rubbed at the tension creeping across my scalp.

      “He told Randall he could always drive the twenty miles to pick up his packages but then he wouldn’t get an opportunity to harass you.”

      “Sweet.”

      “Yeah well, then he said...” Richard huffed out a sigh, “tell you to be in his office no later than seven o’clock tomorrow morning.”

      “Blast.”
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        * * *

      

      By three-fifteen I’d made up time. I took the curve out of Camelot Court and the familiar rhythms of my job became like a delivery dance as I guided the truck with my left hand on the wheel and feathered the fingers of my right through the sun warmed air out the open passenger window. I glided to a stop as something moved in my peripheral vision.

      Lancelot, the twelve-foot alligator and Enchanted Glen’s bona-fide water hazard, plodded across the fairway behind the Karrakas’ house. Lancelot rarely appeared on the golf course during the day, but after living to such a ripe old age in the slew behind the clubhouse, he probably knew the course was closed on Monday.

      I watched him slide into the swampy water on the other side of the third green. I’d been fourteen when the parish decided to cart Lancelot to parts unknown (or supply someone with a gator tag) and fill in the swamp prior to the development of the Enchanted Glen Country Club. Environmental activists and “Children for Lancelot” had come out of the woodwork to protest the plan. I thought my slogan was the best—Without Lancelot there is NO enchantment.

      At the Gator Run stop sign, I looked down the cart path marked by white lines and considered not driving through the loop by the clubhouse since they were closed. Odds were they hadn’t left any mail in the box, but I decided to play it safe in case I was being monitored. I drove between a stretch of live oaks toward the stately white building at the head of the circle drive.

      Carts were backed up to the side of the building. The parking lot was bare except for the maintenance man’s old pickup peeking out from behind a long dumpster, and as I’d expected, the mailbox was empty. I eased forward, glancing over at the front of the building out of habit, and braked.

      The door to the clubhouse was partially open. The wind had probably blown it open when maintenance neglected to lock it. I looked at my watch. 3:22. It wouldn’t take but a second to check it out.

      The carrier is the first line of defense, was the training mantra that rang in all postal carriers’ heads. I put the truck in park and cut the engine. Approaching the front door, I called out, “Yo, the clubhouse. Anyone here?”

      Yo, the clubhouse? I huffed out a nervous breath.

      I pushed the heavy door with one finger. It slid open smoothly, silently. The wind caught it, sucked it closed, then swung it open again exposing the darkness beyond like the hungry maw of some mythological serpent. Okay… no more Titans movies for you.

      The foyer carried an aura of old money, which seemed amplified by the vacant atmosphere. Mahogany shelves ran the length of the entryway on one side topped by a display of clubs by some of the biggest names in golf. The white and black checkerboard floor gleamed from a fresh waxing. To my right was a glass counter stocked with golf balls, gloves and specialty tees, some of which were strewn across the floor behind the counter. I heard what sounded like maintenance moving chairs around.

      “Hellooo, mail service.” No answer. The banging in the other room continued. What was he doing back there?

      I moved toward the noise but stopped as I was confronted with an invisible wall of odor, like rotten eggs and something dead, coming from the hallway. Gagging, I buried my nose in the crook of my elbow. That’s when I saw the long line of shiny reddish black goo spoiling the checkerboard pattern.

      “Zeus!” I leaped back a step.

      My breath hitched and I felt my cheeks flush. With jerky motions I grabbed at the display of clubs. They clattered to the floor. A snick and thump came from the locker room. Now my aura thing was kicking in and the message I was receiving wasn’t good. I bent down looking for the largest, longest, most dangerous looking club and hefted a Greg Norman wedge.

      I backed toward the door but Menori urged me to fight. My heart accelerated, and blood rushed through my veins like a flash flood. Fingers tingling, I prepared to defend myself.

      A squeak of metal came from the locker room. Someone was trying to open the exit door.

      On a whim, I yelled, “Police.”
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      I locked onto the remnant of River’s force like a Star Trek tractor beam.

      
      Tempe

      Agh. I didn’t just do that. Now what, Stop or I’ll shoot? With the heavy wedge in my fist, and a rising press of power I didn’t quite know how to control, what should I do next?

      Well, duh. Run like hell.

      I backed up to do just that, when the intruder in the locker room rammed the panic bar and escaped down the outside pathway.

      Leaning on the wedge and gasping for breath, I cast menori out to search for any sign of life. Better late than never, right? I was alone, except for whoever was at the other end of that trail of blood.

      Dread settled on me as I followed the putrid smell past the bar toward the locker room, and nearly hurled the piece of fried chicken I’d grabbed at the UPak-It fifteen minutes earlier.

      A nude body lay in the access hallway near the locker room. The man’s face was so battered and bloody he was unrecognizable. I retched and spun toward the wall, pressing my jacket lining tight to my nose and mouth.

      Zeus’ dead bolts! Could this day get any worse?

      There was something about that smell… The coiled elements of my heritage twisted, reassessing sensory data, analyzing cell degradation, moisture and blood into their individual components. I had a flash of insight prompted by this new ability.

      The body on the floor looked human, but he wasn’t a man at all. He was a variant—not a species you wanted to meet in a dark alley. I leaned over to get a better look at him and reached down to feel his neck, not relishing the idea of putting my hand on him.

      The squish and slide of my foot in the dark blood threatened my equilibrium. I managed to regain my balance, when a familiar green object caught my eye, lying on the floor just inches from the man’s outstretched hand.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I looked closer.

      The object looked like a small pointy witch’s hat but was in fact, a lid—to my brother’s amphora. What was it doing here, beside this dead fae? I focused, sending the tendrils of my force behind the malodorous wall. It twisted around the body and the nearly solid rankness, searching for an essence I now recognized. River’s.

      “Oh, no.” Where was he? Why hadn’t I recognized his presence immediately? “River!” I called. Nothing. My breath was coming in gasps as I rejected thoughts of bodily harm like this being done to my brother. “No,” I cried. No. He must be okay. I faltered briefly, closing my eyes and concentrating.

      I swallowed and cast menori forward, stepping over the body and around black congealing blood. The Breath curled around chair legs, over counters, behind appliances. It avoided an air conditioning vent and exited the kitchen. I followed.

      In the members’ lounge slash gym, I glanced over at the closed exit door and stopped in front of the flat screens and wet bar. No sign of River. Had my brother been here? If so, what had happened to him? Could the fae have fought with him? My mind was in turmoil. Too many questions. So much weirdness. I couldn’t handle much more of this.

      River. Where are you? I pressed my fingers to my jaws to release the tension settling there. My body quivered as if I was in a freezer but I don’t get cold.  Everything that had happened today came rushing at me: River’s missing amphora, Marty’s appearance, the contractor’s call, the lunatics…was it all connected? Get it together, Tempe.

      I looked at the expensive decanter of whiskey. Just a sip might help calm this raging sense of chaos inside me. I wavered. Tempestaeries and earth elements don’t harmonize which is why I usually abstain, but in the end, I splashed a small amount of golden liquor into a glass with shaking hands and chugged it.

      Fire burned like lightning down my esophagus and forged through my veins as I followed menori’s progress. If River wasn’t here, then it must be his amphora. Like a slender trail of smoke, menori drifted into the vent holes of one of the lockers, identifying my brother’s essence. What was his amphora doing in that locker? Who was the variant out front and what did he have to do with River?

      I should call 911, but they couldn’t help the creature in the front room. And my cell phone was still in my truck. For only a second I vacillated—get my phone and wait for the authorities, or get my brother’s genie bottle. No contest.

      I turned back toward the locker. The room spun. Probably shouldn’t have had that little drinkie. I did feel calmer however, the shaking subsiding.

      I locked onto the remnant of River’s force like a Star Trek tractor beam.

      Forget 911. I had to find my brother.

      The locker that held his bottle was secured with a hefty combination lock. It’s a little more complicated to zap that kind of lock, or maybe I just wasn’t thinking clearly. I had the solution, though, in my left hand—the heavy wedge.

      I spread my legs like the golf pros I’d seen on TV, pulled the club back and swung hard, hitting the combination lock dead center—which accomplished nothing, except the lock seemed to taunt me with its imperviousness. I hit it with more force, over and over and over until finally it shattered into smithereens. Tossing the club aside, I opened the door to the locker and stared at my brother’s amphora, lying on its side on the top shelf.

      “Oh, River.”

      I reached inside for the elaborately decorated 11th century Chinese vase. Securing it
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