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Kris backed up a step away from Abednego. “What do you want?” she hissed.

He smirked at her. “I think you know, Miss Bennett.”

“What is this place, Abednego?” Kris asked and looked back at him.

“It's the Between. Your spirit is in the space connecting the different realms.” He smiled at her and looked aloof. 

“How is it I’m here? Roman has the sage and lavender pots burning. You shouldn't be able to reach me.”

Abednego looked over his shoulder at the woman and started to laugh. “Your other should never have let me touch her. Once I felt your essence there was a connection. I know you felt it, too, my dear.”

“Yeah, my skin crawled.”

“Miss Bennett let me ask you a question. Why have you denied your abilities all of these years?”

“I don't know about any abilities,” she said.

“Someone who is so honest is telling a lie. You've always known about them.” He continued to stare with eyes black. “There was a time when you were young. You played with jacks and when your mother came out to get you for lunch all ten of the metal pieces spun like tops.” He closed his eyes. “I can hear her voice tell you the powers should never be used or seen by anyone. You must always keep them to yourself, she said.”
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Nothing on Earth could prepare Roman for the events that would change his life. He rested on his knees in the Oracle’s diving room and waited.  

The dark, smoky chamber felt warm and torches on the walls gave it an eerie glow. At the center of the room, stood a large stone fire pit which no one but the Oracle could touch. He glanced up and could see a large round hole in the ceiling with smoke from the pit slithering up and out of the building. Roman let the warmth and peace surround him.

Earlier, before he’d been called, he’d rested by the lake outside the gates of Parcel. The enclave housed the Lake Guardians. Parcel and its lake, being one of many thoroughfares that led to waterways around the world. 

Roman sat under a tree and caught up on his reading with a raccoon snuggled next to his outstretched leg. 

Your mind is not concentrating on the book, Lakeman, the raccoon thought to him and looked up with aggravated eyes. You’re making it difficult to rest.

Roman sighed. Yes, you are right. I should be working and not lazing under a tree with Mr. Shakespeare, he thought back. I should be reviewing water-testing reports. Scratching the animal’s neck, he looked out across the lake and had returned to the peace of his book when he heard his name called.

Roman, your presence is requested at the temple, the voice came to him in the mental connection all Lakemen were given when they came to serve.

He shook his head with wonder. His team of Lake Guardians never got called to temple. Tossing his book aside, he ran toward the city gates. His mind shuffled through the possible reasons for being summoned to the Oracle. The natural balance in and around the lake was perfect. What could possibly warrant the summons?

He’d waited for some time when the hairs on the back of his neck bristled and he looked back at the pit. Standing on the other side, was the Oracle. As she studied Roman, he could feel her fingers touch his brain. He felt she understood his confusion at being called.

Roman.

Yes, Oracle, he answered.

Thank you for coming with such haste. I have been given a vision concerning your area. She walked around the pit and let her hand caress the stones. An evil is coming in a most unexpected way. An innocent will be tricked with a bitter taste. Her eyes flashed with white heat. The innocent wields incredible abilities that she is not aware of, but was once aware of. You must protect her, Roman.

Who is the innocent?

You have seen her in your assignments at Haller Lake. She is the one with the blue light and her power is desired by the dark side. She needs your strength to understand her position in the spiritual realm.

Roman thought for a moment about the woman who lived by the lake. He’d seen her many times and she did have a beautiful blue aura. I will do my duty, Oracle. Will she be able to see me?

She will. Her eyes continued to flash. You will not return from the other side, Guardian. I will inform your commander.

Is my time of service over? 

Your time of service was over long ago as you know. With all Guardians, there is a moment to move on and finish your life.

These revelations from the Oracle disturbed Roman. He’d serviced the required time and stayed longer than necessary. He nodded. Will I succeed in saving the innocent, Oracle?

This has not been shown to me.

What evil is coming to the lake? 

Your woman will grow to love you, she answered and stared at him.

“My woman? I have no woman,” he said aloud.

The Oracle turned to look into the flames in the pit.  Beatrice was taken from you long ago, Roman. It is time to let those memories die and finish your life. Your desire for this woman will grow.  You will have her, Guardian. How long it will last or if you’ll succeed, I am not allowed to see.

As always, Oracle, I will do my duty.

You may go, Roman.

Thank you. Roman got up and bowed to her.

On his way down the hill from the cathedral, he thought about what the Oracle said. He’d been recruited so many years ago and continued to serve loyally. His men, Omar and Marcus, worked with him for over two hundred years. Their service together at Haller Lake kept it one of the most pristine lakes in the northwest. Hearing he wouldn’t return to Parcel, startled him and discovering he’d be connected to a woman, made him uneasy. 

Roman watched the woman called Kris for some time. The warm blue aura that surrounded her never varied. The color light blue represented peacefulness, truth and intuition. For someone’s aura to never change, was rare. Human emotions switched very quick. To have an aura stay one color never occurred. 

Several years ago, Roman saw her sitting in the sun reading an art book and learned she represented artists in some way. On a rainy day, he’d caught a glimpse of her through the windows of her house. She would work at her computer and then move to the kitchen table to look at paintings from one of the artists. She seemed a tireless worker and her career kept her busy. 

Using his mind to connect with his two brother Guardians, he told them to meet him at the south end of Haller Lake. He would tell them what he’d learned about an evil coming and they would begin to prepare. He dove into the water of the lake outside of Parcel. Going to the bottom, he swam to the lit portal which would take him to Haller

****
[image: ]


Garda, an older demon, stared into a swirling mass of liquid goo. He’d set up the seeing tool in a shallow pot with a wood fire below. 

Looking into the bubbling material, his eyes turned red and he focused on the depths. He saw the woman sip a glass of wine and started to snicker. 

“It begins,” he said. He watched as the tall, dark-haired man came out of the lake. “Damn, one of those interfering Lakemen,” he mumbled.

Garda watched and a strong taste of cinnamon washed through his mouth. He let out a yell and spit the taste out onto the floor. “Sebastian!” 

A small, three-foot troll with a large head, came up alongside Garda’s seat. “Yes, my lord, how may I serve you?” he asked.

“I need something to flush this hideous taste out of my mouth,” Garda growled. He still watched the steam swirl out and visions appeared in the gray misty heat.

“Yes, my lord, I’ll bring you some wine perhaps?”

“No, bring me acid. Mix it with some blood and whiskey.”

“Yes, my lord.” The troll glanced up. “Have you seen her?”

“Yes, I have seen her.”

“Is she like the mother?” Sebastian asked.

“No, and yes. She has no idea what she holds within her.” Garda straightened his back. “Now, move your ass. This taste will burn my mouth.”

“Yes, my lord,” Sebastian said and shuffled from the demons presence.

Garda looked back into the pool. “Let’s see how this plays out. Abednego has no idea what he’s started,” he said.
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Chapter One
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Kris sat by the lake and looked up at the stars and full moon. She thought she heard something splash out beyond the light shining off the water and saw a group of ducks adjust their positions along the shore.

She felt exhausted. Without making any sales, she didn’t think she’d ever talked so much. It frustrated her, but she continued to smile and hoped to make some headway to support her new client. 

The twenty-four-year-old man, Derrick Schmitt, appeared a wreck the last two days, which broke her heart. He’d called her so many times with his extreme case of nerves and she almost turned off her cell phone. The unthinkable would be to cancel his show, but that made her feel guilty. She wanted to ease his tensions, but couldn’t figure out what more she could do to give him peace. 

Kris smiled and hoped the young man went home after the show and calmed down. Spending two days getting pictures hung in the proper light, arranging the caterer and bartender, and wrangling the artists, wore her out.

The evening felt lovely. The moon verged on full and shone brightly and reflected off the water. The temperature was warm for an end of March in Seattle, but it happened from time to time. She wanted to enjoy it before she fell asleep. 

Sipping from a glass of wine, she swallowed and let out a breath. The peach chardonnay, which she’d worried might be too sweet, turned out to have an unusual little bite. It hit the spot and her neck and shoulders began to loosen.

She stretched her legs and crossed her ankles, trying to turn off her brain. The tension started to ease and she closed her eyes. Beginning to doze, she felt the glass slip out of her hand. She’d only drank half the wine, but it made her feel drowsy. Her mind began to fall into a dream where she sat in her lawn chair, under a full moon with a drink in her hand by Haller Lake. It made her stretch and smile. 

Kris heard a splash in the water and opened her eyes. A shadow moved out beyond the moonlight. She saw a duck swim into the bright ray of light shining on the water, but thought it looked like a strange duck. It moved closer to the shoreline. The shape became dark in the reflection of the moon and began to take a human shape. She grinned as she watched a man walk out of the lake. 

When he stood on the shoreline, he stopped, raised his arms and shook his head. Water sprayed in every direction from his hair and dried. She realized he stood naked. Never in my life, have I seen a man who looked so beautiful, she thought. The heat in her body kicked up a notch and she never wanted to wake up from the dream. This man looked handsome. 

She gave him a thighs to eyes look, and then went back to his eyes. They glowed as he stared at her. Then the man from the lake walked in front of her.

“My name is Roman. May I touch you?” he asked.  

She couldn’t wait to see where her mind would take her. “Yes.” 

He started around her chair and she felt his fingertips brush across her forehead. They felt electric and caused her to shiver.  She closed her eyes. His hands tangled in her hair and massaged her scalp. His warm lips brushed her forehead which caused the electricity to run down her body. 

He then held her hand in his and kissed the palm, running his tongue up to her wrist. Kissing her fingers, he straightened and kissed her shoulder and sucked her neck. Kris laughed and thought, this guy is good with his mouth.

With his hand on her cheek, he turned her to face him. She felt his soft lips brush over hers and then he moved back to her neck. He stood in front of her and she wanted to open her eyes, but found it hard to do. Touching her just above her knee, he uncrossed her ankles. Her breath came in rapid puffs and she opened her legs. His body moved between them and he ran his hands up her thighs to the edge of her shorts. Leaning over, he began to kiss and bite the skin on her neck and chin.

Kris opened her eyes and looked at him. His dark hair shimmered in the moonlight. She ran her fingers through it and along his neck. The soft brown hair felt charged with an electrical current and her senses began to buzz.

He turned his head to look up at her. “May I kiss you?”

Where on earth did my brain come up with this? she wondered. “You are kissing me.”

As his hand slid into her shorts, his fingers played with her panties underneath and the other hand came up and wrapped around her neck. His warmth overwhelmed her senses.

Kris opened her mouth as he moved to put his lips on hers. His tongue whirled around and ran along the inside of her teeth. He tasted like cinnamon schnapps which Kris found very engaging.

He pulled back from her and his eyebrows creased. “What have you done?” he asked.

Kris blinked and the man from the lake disappeared. She heard something splash into the water, but couldn’t see anyone or anything. She leaned over to pick up the glass she'd dropped and saw the wine spilled out. Her stomach felt a little upset and she thought it might be the lack of food that evening.

Sitting up, she stretched and looked out at the lake. She thought the dream a little naughty, but fun all the same. The man from the lake looked handsome and she hoped to have this dream again sometime. She stood and looked once more at the lake. What did he mean when he asked what she’d done? She tried to remember his name.
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Roman watched Kris get up and move back into her house. Her aura looked a different color this evening and the electrical charge she put out felt so intense. It ran up his arm and caught his attention. 

She mumbled about a dream. Who was she? 
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Kris climbed into bed. The minute her head hit the pillow, she felt herself being pulled again into the same dreamland she’d just come from. Letting herself relax, she saw lights flash in front of her eyelids and found herself in a long white hallway. She could hear a woman giggle and thought she heard her say, it’s about time you opened up.

She opened her eyes and realized she was sitting at her dining room table. Looking up, she saw the man from the lake standing at her stove, scrambling eggs, in her navy blue sweatpants. He spoke to her, but she missed his comment.

“Roman, tell me about Parcel.” She knew they would discuss the things which happened with Abednego soon. Who was Abednego and why was the man from the lake in her house?

“What would you like to know?” 

She felt comforted and shook her head to try to grasp what she’d dreamt about. How did she know what she would say? “What’s it like? How did you come to be there?”

“Parcel is a very beautiful place. There’s a training center for new recruits and housing. The administration offices are set up inside the city gates. The Guardians and animals live together and there is no technology or automobiles or factories. What was the other...how did I come to be there? I was recruited a very long time ago,” he said.

“How long ago? What year was it?” Kris sipped the coffee.

“I’m not sure of the year, I don’t really remember, but I was in England—”

“England?”

“Yes, I was born there,” he said.

She wondered why he turned up in her dreams again. “Where in England?” she asked.

“The name escapes me. My parents died when I was young and I lived on the streets. Disease and poverty were prevalent. One day, a recruiter found me and told me there were options for a better life. I thought he was a Molly boy.” He turned from the stove and leaned on the counter. “I see your confusion. A Molly boy is someone who prefers same sex partners.” He smiled. “Anyway, I decided to steer clear of the guy, but kept seeing him on the streets. He convinced me he wasn’t looking for sex and assured me what he said was true. The recruiter took me to the other side and compared to where I’d been, it was heaven. I trained for many years, and then was assigned here at Haller.”

“You were born on this side and are human?” Kris got up and refilled her cup.

“Yes.”

“How does it work? I mean, do you get to a certain age and stop aging?” She felt filled with so many questions.

“It’s the magick’s and there’s a different vibration in the other realm. That’s a question you may want to ask Marcus. He’s a bit more knowledgeable about how the shift works.” He started to put eggs onto plates. “What else do you want to know?”

Kris thought for a minute. Who was Marcus and what other realms were? She decided to leave off with the questions that ran through her brain for now. “Why are you wearing my sweatpants?” she asked.

“You told me to and I figured since I’m staying, I should get used to wearing clothes.”

“Staying? You’re staying here?” she asked, turned back to the table and sat. He placed a plate in front of her.  The food was about the best she’d ever tasted. “These are good.” 

“Thank you. I hope my staying isn’t a problem,” he said.

“We’re going to need to discuss it. We’ve only just met and I’m not clear on what I’m feeling,” she said. “I’m used to living alone. I haven’t had a roommate since college.”

“Kris, where is your family?” Roman asked. “Why have you no one looking after you?”

“I’m an only child. My parents were killed in a car accident. I finished growing up with an aunt and uncle in Omaha, Nebraska. I came out here to Seattle to go to school and never left,” she said and recited the litany she’d used many times. “As for being looked after, I feel pretty competent to take care of things. Roman, where does this come from?” she asked.

“What?”

“These abilities I have and Elzabeth. Where did I get this from?”

––––––––
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Kris sat up and looked around her bedroom. She couldn’t figure out what she’d just dreamt about. 

What were the abilities? She shouldn’t have gone to bed with an empty stomach being burned by half a glass of wine. Her stomach made a weird growling noise. She looked at her hands and hoped she wasn’t getting the flu. Putting her head back down on the pillow, Kris fell back to sleep and had no other dreams.
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Chapter Two
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When Kris woke up the next morning, she wandered into the kitchen to start the coffee. Gazing out at the lake, she tried to remember the dreams from last night. Everything in her brain seemed to still be asleep. She couldn’t remember the man’s name, or any of the details, but recalled a feeling of peace.  

Shaking her head, she gave up. There wasn’t any reason why it became so important to recall his name. Her stomach still felt upset this morning.

There were still a few hours before she needed to leave for the gallery which gave her time to work in her yard. She finished her coffee, put on her gardening gloves and went to attack the weeds.

Grabbing a bucket from the closet in the kitchen, she walked to the flowerbeds and noticed a brown patch in the grass by her chair. Walking to it, she looked at the chair and remembered she’d dropped the glass of wine near the patch of dried grass. If the wine did that, what could it have done to her stomach? she wondered. The dream resurfaced in her head and she laughed. Kris walked back to her flowerbeds and had put in about an hour’s worth of weeding, when she heard her neighbor to the west open her back door and then close it. Sylvia, being a very good gossip, knew all the secrets around the lake community. She always loved to share information. 

“Good morning, Kris. Isn’t it a lovely day?” She smiled and sashayed over to the little fence that separated their yards. She wore her graying hair up in a pile and her flip-flops made a sputtering noise. 

“Hey Sylvia.” Kris stood up and took off her gloves. “It’s going to be warm.”

“Did you notice the Japanese maple we put in yesterday?” Sylvia turned to look at the new little tree planted in the middle of her lawn.

“Yeah, it’s going to be gorgeous when the leaves come out.”

“It will. Omar helped us with it. He’s so strong,” she said.

“Omar, is that one of your nephews?” Kris asked.

“No, he’s one of the Lake Guards.” She stopped and crossed her arms. “You got to meet Roman last night?”

Kris felt her neck pop as she looked at Sylvia too quickly. “That was his name...Roman.” How did Sylvia know about her dream? She opened her mouth to question this, but got cut off.

“It wasn’t Roman, Sylvia. It was Omar.” 

Kris turned and saw her other neighbor, Lorrie, walk across the lawn. Her short blonde hair blew in the breeze.

“Lorrie, you must not have been wearing your glasses. It was Mr. Brunette not Mr. Blond,” Sylvia said.

“Are you sure?” Lorrie asked. “It looked like Omar. I could see he paid very special attention to you.”

Kris looked back and forth between them, her mouth hanging open. “Wait, you’re telling me he was real? And you saw him?” 

Sylvia nodded.

“We’ve seen them for years,” Lorrie said.

“I thought it was a dream,” Kris said and felt her legs wobble. He’d kissed her.

“Not a dream, sweetie. I was surprised to see Roman in the mix. He’s so standoffish and arrogant,” Sylvia said.

“That’s true, I’ve never spoken to him once in all the years I’ve lived here,” Lorrie answered. “I think Omar would have handled it better, but still it is good for Roman to act friendly.” 

“Friendly? Ladies, wait a minute.” Kris silenced them both. “That man last night had his hands...” She stopped and thought about the electrical charge she’d gotten from his hands. “Oh my God, he was...I mean...would he have...?” She was having a difficult time putting a sentence together.

“Kris, you’re stuttering. Don’t be silly. He asked your permission to touch you, didn’t he?” Sylvia asked.

“Yes.”

“And you gave him an okay?”

“Yes, but I thought I dreamt it,” she answered.

“Kind of nice, wasn’t it?” Lorrie smiled.

“Yes, but...” Kris looked out at the lake. “He came out of the water.”

“He’s one of the Haller Lake Guardians.” Sylvia glanced out there, too. “I don’t know how they got out there, but they’re such nice boys.” She laughed. “Listen to me, calling them boys.”

Kris looked at her stunned. “Sylvia, you’re married.”

“I don’t dilly with them, Fred would never forgive me.”

“I have and it’s been worth every minute. Marcus is very attentive.”

“Marcus? Why do I know that name?” Kris asked and tried to remember. “This is really weird. I mean, you’re telling me there are men living in the lake? Out there somewhere?”

“We don’t know for sure how it all works, but, yes, they live out in the lake,” Sylvia said.

“How is it they live in the lake without drowning?” Kris thought it was ridiculous.

“They’re not humans, Kris. They’re spirits of some sort. They’re also very good swimmers. They use the lake as some doorway between their realm and ours,” Sylvia said.

Kris remembered something from her dream. The man Roman said he was born in

England. How could he not be human? 

“What is a realm? What brings them out to here?” Kris asked and wondered if Sylvia and Lorrie would ever make sense.

“The elements have to be just right in the lake for them to be able to pass to this side. I think when you fertilized your garden in the fall, it added to the mix and made it possible for them to be here more often,” Sylvia said.

“Sylvia, don’t be silly, they’re here all the time. They only appear to us when they want to,” Lorrie said.

“Wait a minute, I didn’t fertilize the lake.”

“Some of it probably washed into the lake when we had all the rain in December and January. Tonight is the full moon, too. Romance is in the air.”

Kris couldn’t decide if she should take them seriously. How could they know about the dream? “Are they only here during the full moon?” she asked.

“No, they’re here all the time, as I said. They protect the lake,” Lorrie answered.

“Protect the lake from what?” Kris asked.

“They do water tests to make sure those of us around it don’t pollute it with gardening chemicals.” Lorrie frowned at Sylvia. “And those idiots down at the south end, by the boat ramp, who dump garbage from their boats. Marcus told me about what he does, but I’m not a scientist. It only made a little sense.”

“What happens next?” Kris felt a headache coming on.

“I’m sure Roman will be back now that you can see him. As I said, he’s always been the silent one. Try to be more welcoming, Kris,” Sylvia said.

She looked at Sylvia. “What? Should I offer him my body right off or have a drink first?”

Both ladies laughed. Kris looked at her watch. She’d have to leave soon. “I have to go to the gallery. You guys have made my head spin. I don’t understand what you’re talking about. Men living under the lake doesn’t make any sense.” She threw up her hands and started to pick up her gardening gear.

“They really are nice men, Kris. Don’t judge Roman too quickly.” Sylvia admonished her. “Omar helped us put in the Japanese maple yesterday. He always does such a nice job.” 

Kris stared at the tree and shook her head. It was too much for her to take in.

When Kris arrived at the MacAndrews Gallery, she found Derrick Schmitt having a tension fit. The gallery owner, Tom MacAndrew, sat on a stool with his arms crossed over his portly stomach, watching Derrick pace back and forth.

Tom worked with Kris often and they’d become good friend over the years. He’d established his gallery in Everett, Washington over twenty years ago and knew the good and bad of the art world.

Kris walked into Derrick’s path and stared up at him. Sweat beaded on his upper lip. 

“Derrick, what seems to be the matter?” she asked.

He stared at Tom. “Someone moved the paintings and now they’re in the wrong light.”

“No one moved the paintings, Kris,” Tom said.

“Thank you, Tom.” She took hold of Derrick’s arm. “I think...” She stopped and felt his arm radiate heat. She put her hand on his forehead and felt concerned. “Derrick, you’re burning up.”

“I know. I don't feel real good,” Derrick said.

Kris took hold of his arm and steered him to the door. Out on the sidewalk, she turned to him and patted his hand. “I want you to go home and get some rest. You obviously have some sort of bug. I’ll call you later to see how you’re feeling.”

“Kris, I swear to you, the pictures were moved.” He pointed at the door.

“I’m going to check on it right now, so don’t worry. You go on and get some rest.” She guided him to his car.

“Thanks.” He got in and turned the engine on. 

She watched him pull away from the curb. Shaking her head, she walked back into the gallery. “Sorry, Tom.” Kris went up to the counter and leaned on it.

“You have more patience than I do. Where do you find them?”

“I seem to have a magnet which draws them to me.” She smiled. “Derrick’s good. He just needs to grow up. Listen, I made an appointment to meet with Cassie. Do you mind if I use the upstairs office?”

“That’s fine. I’m on my own for the next couple of hours. Does she have anything new?”  “That's the reason why we’re meeting.” Kris turned toward the stairs. “I haven't seen them yet, so don't get yourself all excited.” She arched an eyebrow at Tom.

“I’ll send her up when I see her.” He walked behind the counter.

Cassandra Nelle hired Kris six years ago. When interest in her paintings grew, she’d been able to quit her day job and now focused all her energies on her art. Her last works were during a very dark period, but the public loved them. Kris had one of the paintings on a wall in her home. Dark yes, but the depth and mystery hypnotized her. 

She heard Cassie say hello to Tom downstairs, and then her footsteps came up the stairs. Her canister of paintings came through the door first.

“Hey you,” she said. Her ash blonde hair floated down around her shoulders. Kris felt jealous of how soft and shiny her locks looked.

“Hey.” Kris stood up from the desk and walked to her. She stopped short, though, when a strange look crossed the artist's face.

“Oh crap,” Cassie said. “You’ve been bewitched. Just look at your aura.” She set her canister on the floor and grabbed Kris by the hand. “Tell me what happened.”  

Cassie mentioned auras a number of times before, but Kris never paid attention to what she said. Kris explained to her about the strange events which occurred the night before with the man from the lake. She mentioned what the neighbor ladies told her and how it still all seemed like a dream. 

“Whoa...cool, a lake man, sweet,” Cassie cooed.

“The lady next door says it happened because I fertilized the garden last winter and some of it mixed with rainwater that ran into the lake.”

“Amateurs,” Cassie snorted. “The only thing you get with fertilizer is cow, nothing more. Did Mr. Handsome kiss you?”

“Yeah,” Kris answered.

Cassie looked up from her hand. “On the lips?”

“Yeah.”

“With tongue?”

Kris angled her head and frowned. “What does that have to do with being bewitched?”

“Everything. Did you taste cinnamon?”

“Yeah, it was like schnapps.”

“I don’t think he’s the one bewitching you.” Cassie turned and sat in a chair. “Tell me what happened again. Don’t leave anything out.”

“I forgot you did witchcraft. Okay, I got home from Derrick’s opening last night, changed my clothes and poured a glass of wine to relax.”

Cassie looked at her and frowned. “What kind of wine?”

“It was a peach chardonnay.”

“Let me guess, Brael Mist?”

“Yeah, it’s new and was on sale. It upset my stomach.” Kris leaned against the desk.

Cassie sat back in the chair. “About a week ago, my group got a warning email about this stuff. It comes from a winery over on the eastside. We’re not sure if the orchard did it by accident or on purpose.”

“Did what?”

“You know, peach pits have cyanide in them? It kills rats and all that.”

“Right,” Kris said.

“It also has magical properties. Somehow, cyanide leaked into the wine from the peach pits. It’s being investigated, but the orchard so far has refused to recall it.”

“Damn, I bought three bottles of the stuff,” Kris said.

“You should get rid of it. If used by a trained wizard or witch, no problem. We know what to expect, but for the untrained...” she didn’t finish her thought and went silent.

“What? I know cyanide is a poison, but...am I going to die?” Kris stood up straight.

Cassie laughed. “That’s doubtful. It’s a small amount in the wine, only enough to open your spiritual side. It sounds like you didn't even finish the glass anyway. It’s why the lakeman showed up. The problem is it opens your mind up to other spiritual beings. Demons can latch on and, believe me, you don’t want that. Your aura is so different.”

“Aura. You’ve mentioned that before. How is it different?” Kris asked.

“Your aura is light blue. In fact, it's always blue, which is why I latched onto you as my agent. But today, you’re yellowish. It's how I knew you’d been bewitched.”

“Does the blue mean something?”

“Your particular color of blue represents honesty and truthfulness. That's you, Kris.”

“Now you’ve scared the crap out of me, Cassie. What can I do to get it out of me?”

“It will take a day or two to leave your system.” She stopped and sucked in her breath. “It’s a full moon tonight, too.” Standing up, she started toward the stairs. “I’ve got to get you some protection.”

“Cassie, what about your paintings?”

She stopped and turned to face Kris. “This is more important than my silly paintings.

You’re the best rep in the business, plus a good friend. I’ve got to see that you’re safe. I'll be back in a few minutes.”

Cassie left in such a hurry she forgot her canister on the floor. Kris took the paintings out of the canister and saw Cassie’s usual style, but a whole new subject from her last works. They were lighter and Kris loved them. She made some calls.

Cassie came back, handed Kris a necklace and told her to put it on. 

“I called our group leader and got some more information. Not to scare you anymore, Kris, but once you’ve experienced other-worldly stuff, there’s no turning back.”

“What? All this from a glass of wine? What if I don’t believe in other-worldly?” she asked.

“You’ve already experienced it.”

Kris ran her hands through her hair. “This is weird.” They both went silent.

“Did you look at the paintings?” Cassie asked.

“I did and I love them.”

She smiled and let out a breath. “Good. When can we show them?”

“I’ve already spoken with the new exhibition hall in downtown Seattle. They won't commit until they see them, but they know your work and are very interested. It won’t be for a couple of months, and will give you time to frame them.”

“That’s good. Thank you for liking them.” She laughed. “I felt nervous since it’s not like my darker body of work.”

“You wouldn’t be an incredible artist if you didn’t get a little nervous. They have your style, but the mood does seem lighter.” Kris held up the one of a field of lilies - “I’m afraid I may have to call dibs on this one, but I’ll wait until it’s framed.”

“It’s got your name all over it. I’ll hold it for you to choose the frame.” Cassie moved back to the chair and sat. “The charm you’re wearing can block bad spirits, but if you get one who’s determined and strong, it might not work.”

Kris held up the necklace and looked at it. “What is it?”

“Spices, with a spell cast over it. You might use Mr. Handsome from the lake for protection, for now. If he’s from where I think he’s from, he’d be strong enough to fight anything.”

“Cassie, he had me hook, line and smile. I believe, though, when he realized I could see him, it caused him to bolt. I think”— Kris looked at her—“I don’t know what I think. I went to bed thinking I’d had a dream. I...” 

“What?”

Kris leaned against the desk. “My arms still tingle from when he touched me. It felt as though electricity shot through my system.”

Cassie arched her eyebrows and smiled. “That’s a good sign. He made an impression, did he?”

“He’s an eleven. How do I call him back?”

“You shouldn’t have to call, since you’re open to his energy. I’m willing to bet he’ll come on his own.”

“Wouldn’t I be using him? Do you think I can even trust him?” 

“That one, you’ll have to work out on your own.” Cassie stood and rolled her paintings up.

“Gee, thanks. About getting rid of the wine, can I pour it down the sink?”

“No, it will just be flushed out into the sound and we might get magic fish. Put it in a pot and burn it.”

“Wine will burn?”

“Yep and it will stink to high heaven, but that’s the best way to eliminate the magical properties.” Cassie pursed her lips. “I have a commitment tonight, or I’d come and help. I could stop by after, but it will be late.”

“No, how hard can it be? Don’t worry, I’ll get it done.”

“Just be sure to throw out the pot when you’re done. You won’t want to use it again.”

They discussed some other small things going on in the art world and then Cassie said goodbye. Kris shivered and wondered what could happen next.
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Roman’s mind spun at his behavior with Kris the night before. The moment he'd touched her, an electrical shock ran up his arm and for the first time, he’d looked at her. When the electricity invaded his senses, he’d been taken by her.  

He also felt angry at Kris, who thought she’d dreamt about him. Roman heard her speak to the other women living next to her and what she'd said about their encounter annoyed him. In a way, it hurt his feelings, but he knew he’d behaved out of turn. What could have made him touch and kiss her? Remembering that cyanide taste in her mouth, he wondered where the bitter flavor came from? His thoughts ran in every direction as he checked the water quality reports. 

Roman hadn’t dealt with women in so long he didn’t remember being this distracted. Something drew him to Kris. The Oracle said she wasn't aware of her abilities, but from the electrical shock he'd felt, he could tell she held a very strong power. 

The day dragged by, but he did his duties, tested the bottom silt and checked on the various animals. Every time he’d had a minute, he remembered how her skin felt and the taste of her soft lips. He shook his head and got back to work. By midday, he finished writing his reports at the Guardian headquarters in Parcel.

The Oracle said she would be his and for the first time in many years, he felt such tension. He'd found Kris held a special, strong power within her sub-conscious. He wondered why she didn't utilize this gift. He stared at the report while his mind wandered. 

There were so many things he wished he’d said to her last evening. He felt angry with himself for letting his tongue get tied up. Perhaps if he’d started a conversation, she would have realized he wasn’t a dream. 

When he noticed Kris's aura changed from her usual soft blue to a pale yellow color, he felt stunned. Could it be true she’d opened to spiritual awareness? He could only hope she would continue to be able to see him, but what caused the change? These were questions which rolled around in his mind and made concentration on his work difficult. 

Where did the cyanide come from? This one question needed to be answered before he let his emotions get carried away by this charming woman. The poison tasted subtle. He remembered what the Oracle said about the innocent being tricked by a bitter taste. His gut churned. 

Roman flew back to the lake when he’d completed his work. He dove in and headed straight to the portal and skimmed along the bottom of the lake on the Parcel side. Finding the lighted portal, he pushed himself through to Haller Lake and stayed out in the middle of the water. Treading down low, he watched her house.

Near dusk, he saw her return. She did something in the kitchen and he wondered why she opened so many bottles of wine. Kris brought a cooking pot out to the back lawn. He felt his brow crease. 

What the hell are you doing? he wondered.

She struck a match and threw it into the pot. The liquid flamed up and caused Kris to fall backward. He started to move forward, but stopped. Black smoke billowed up out of the pot. Roman saw wisps of the smoke move toward Kris and she breathed it in. He could see flashes of light in the smoke and new it contained demons.

Growling low in his chest, he moved fast out of the water. He saw her stare into the pot and he leaned down to wrap a strong arm around her waist.
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Kris laughed as she prepared the pot of wine. She thought she looked like a witch who worked potions over a caldron. Striking a match, she lowered it to the pan. The wine flamed up and surprised her, which caused her to fall backwards onto her rear. It did stink.

She could see the fluid move around and black wisps started to float up and out. The smoke came at her and she felt drawn to it and didn’t move away. It pulled her attention down deeper.

A strong muscular arm wrapped around her waist and moved her away from the pot. She looked over her shoulder. Roman, the man from the lake, stood behind her, with a tight hold and moved her away from the smoke.

“What are you doing? Have you lost your mind?” he asked.

“I was told to burn it off,” Kris replied. She felt dizzy and weak.

“Were you told to breathe in the smoke?”

“No. Would you please take your hands off of me?” she asked. “The breeze from the lake shifted the smoke and I did breathe some in. What are you so mad about?”

His brow furrowed and he let her go. “Silly woman,” he said. 

Kris turned to face him and yell about his cutting remark, but her jaw dropped as she realized he wore no clothes. His hair dripped from the lake and his brown amber eyes blazed. She felt her body start to heat up, but in the wrong way. She got angry with him.

“You shouldn’t be messing with elements you know nothing about.” His hand came up to her cheek. “Your aura is a mess now.” 

His touch sent an electric charge into her body and she took a step back.”What?”

He grabbed her arm, and pulled her to the back door of her house. “We must get you cleansed.”

“Cleansed? What are you talking about? Ouch, you’re hurting my arm.” Kris tried to pull away and hit his bare shoulder.

“We must clean your lungs out. The smoke you breathed in could have terrible effects.” He continued through the back door into the kitchen. “What candles do you have?”

“Candles? You need candles?” she asked. He let go of her arm and stared at her. Kris shook her head and went to the junk drawer. She opened it and turned back to him. 

Roman moved next to her and looked in the drawer. Pulling out several small votives, he sniffed at them. “Throw these away.” He put several into her hands. “And these, too. They’re evil.” He continued to rummage in the drawer.

Kris looked at what she held. Two were vanilla, one tangerine and another mulberry. “They may be evil to you, but I like them.”

He straightened from the drawer and stared at her. “Kris, they are not good to have around. They will lessen the other candles’ strength. Please, throw them away.”

She turned to the waste bin. “I don’t understand how a vanilla candle can be considered evil.” She turned and watched him. Crossing her arms, she let her eyes wander over his body. He stood tall and muscular. Kris doubted he had an ounce of fat on his body. His muscles bunched and stretched as he moved.

“You were the one breathing in the smoke from the wine,” Roman said and stood straight up, holding several candles. “These will do.” He began to set them around the house. 

She watched as he set a candle down and placed a finger by the wick. She saw an electrical charge fly from his finger and the candle flamed. 

Kris could tell by the colors he’d picked, they were sage and lavender. After he got them all burning, he came toward her and she tried to back away, but hit the wall. He took her wrist and led her into the living room. Sitting her on the couch, he looked down at her.

“Sit there and breathe. I’ll be right back,” he commanded.

Kris saluted him and said, “Yes, sir.”

Looking back at her, he squinted. Kris thought if she ever went back to the real world, she needed to do her darnedest to stay away from this stuff. These magical things were too strange. Kris stood and went back into the kitchen. She looked out the window over the sink and saw Roman found something to grab and hold the pot. He’d covered it
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