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        Not all enemies have magic.

      

        

      
        At a dinner with her new neighbors, Samantha gets a weird vibe from their son, Dennis, who seems too interested in her and her sister and the strange things often happening at their house. That worry gets pushed aside, however, when Samantha goes into labor and rushes off to the hospital to have the baby.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, Dennis continues his own investigation into the sisters, tracking down people from their past who have come into close contact with them and their strangeness.

      

        

      
        When Dennis shows up at the hospital and starts asking questions about the sisters that they believe have a malicious end, Kathy tracks him down before he has a chance to do any harm to them or Samantha’s unborn baby.

      

        

      
        Witch Hunter is the tenth book in the Coven series, which serves as a prequel to the Under the Moon series.
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          - DECEMBER 1989 -

        

      

    

    
      It was the first time Samantha had been in the house across the street since they had defeated the shapeshifter. The house where she and her husband had been held captive. The house that sat directly across the street from theirs, as a constant reminder of everything that had happened just over a year ago.

      To be sitting and sipping tea casually on some of the same furniture that had been in the house when they had been abducted was an irony that didn’t slip her mind.

      “Thanks again for having us over, Mr. Kors,” she said to her neighbor. The new neighbors had moved in a little more than a year ago, not too long after the police had finished up their investigation.

      “It’s good that we finally got to do this,” he said. “And call me Gerald. We’re neighbors, not colleagues.” He reached in his pocket for his cigarettes and offered one to Steven.

      Samantha’s husband declined with a shake of his head, then motioned to his wife and said to Gerald, “Would you mind not smoking in front of Samantha? We don’t want anything to hurt the baby.”

      “Huh?” Gerald studied them, then put the pack back in his chest pocket. “Oh. Oh, sure. How much longer do you have?”

      “Hopefully not much.” Samantha rubbed her belly. She was grateful for the cold weather and the fact that she could better hide her size under layers of sweaters. Not that she really needed them with the heat from the baby. “I’m due at the end of the month.”

      Pressing both hands against the arms of his chair, the old man swung forward once before rocking back and launching himself to his feet on the second try. He let out a groan as he stood straight. “That would be why Nancy was so insistent on inviting the two of you over. She wanted the both of you to enjoy a night before the baby came.” He walked over to the credenza built into the wall. “You want a drink, Steven? To celebrate.”

      Steven cast a sidelong look at his wife before answering. “Um…sure.”

      Samantha knew that her husband was only accepting the drink because he had denied Gerald his cigarettes. For better or worse, her husband was a peacekeeper.

      “What do you want? I’ve got scotch, whiskey, gin. You name it, I can mix it.”

      “Um…whiskey, I guess.”

      Gerald smiled and reached for a glass bottle.

      “Does Nancy need any help in the kitchen?” Samantha hated sitting and chitchatting while the elderly woman worked on the meal they were all about to enjoy. Judging by the savory scents wafting from around the corner, they were in for a treat.

      “Nah, she’s okay.” Mr. Kors handed Steven a highball glass filled to the brim with the brown liquid. “If she needs something, she’ll holler. She’s already had me set the table real nice for you folks.” He retook his seat and then raised it in the air in a toast. “To you two on this new parenting journey.”

      Steven obliged, raising his glass and then bringing it to his lips for a sip. Samantha covered her mouth as she watched, trying to hide the grin as she saw the displeasure clear on her husband’s face. He wasn’t much of a drinker, and when it did it certainly wasn’t hard liquor.

      The conversation fell into silence as Gerald enjoyed his drink. Steven took a few more sips and then set it on the table beside him.

      Samantha looked around and admired the Christmas tree that sat in the front window. She had seen it from her house across the street, but it was more impressive in person. It shone bright with white lights and handmade ornaments made of paper, cardboard, and clay. She smiled, recognizing what exactly that meant. Someday she’d have a collection of crafts that her own child would make for her too.

      “How do you like living here?” Steven asked.

      “It’s nice,” Gerald said. “Quiet street. Nice neighbors. Even if it’s an old house, it’s not too bad. Keeps me young, going around and fixing everything that’s wrong.”

      “Everything’s beautiful.” Samantha looked around at the garland hung around the cased doorways and the Christmas cards taped to the doorframe leading to the kitchen.

      “To be honest, I think the previous owners did a lot of renovation work—well, two owners ago, I guess. The last ones were a bit—you know—loony.”

      Samantha looked down at her tea and smirked. She knew exactly how loony they had been.

      “So how did that work?” Steven asked. “With the last owners, I mean.”

      “How did what work?”

      “Well, they were…killed, right?”

      Gerald nodded. “That’s right.”

      “So how did you and your wife end up buying it?”

      “Ah,” the old man said with a nod and a smile. “You see, what happened here made a bit of a splash in the news—I can only imagine what you two thought, living just across the street. Maybe I should be asking you the questions.”

      Samantha hoped he wouldn’t. She wasn’t sure what lie she could come up with that would fit in with the story he had been told by the realtor who sold him the house.

      “The house wasn’t on the market long,” Steven said.

      Gerald shook his head. “No, it wasn’t. But long enough for the realtor to start to get worried. See, she knew about the bodies they had found in the basement—and the blood up in the bedroom. She was eager to sell this place to get it off her caseload. And for the three weeks that it was listed, this place had no one coming to see it. Not a single person. From what I understand, the few people who were interested were turned away when they found out that several people had been murdered—and chopped up—in this place. So when Nancy and I saw it, we were able to negotiate a great deal.”

      “And the murders don’t bother you?” Samantha asked.

      He shrugged. “It’s in the past. No murderers live here now. And the police brought a team in that cleaned everything up for us. This place was spotless when we bought it!”

      “But isn’t your master bedroom where one of the murders happened?” Steven asked. “The news said they found blood on the wallpaper.”

      Gerald made a face and shook his head. “Didn’t like that wallpaper anyway. We ripped it out, put up new stuff that Nancy picked out. Some flowers or shit, I don’t know. Don’t care, either. I just sleep in there—and occasionally, other stuff.”

      Samantha raised her eyebrows at that comment and quickly thought of something to change the subject. “Well, you wouldn’t be able to tell based on the way everything looks now. It’s a very nice and inviting home.”

      Gerald smiled and opened his mouth to reply, but the front door creaked as it opened. Snowy, cold air hit them as a young man stepped into the house.

      “Hey Dad,” he said.

      Gerald stared in surprise. “Dennis?”
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      Bon Jovi blared from the speakers as Kathy leaned in close to hear her friend Trisha speak over the music.

      “He’s looking right at you!” Trisha tilted her chin to the guy across the bar who had been staring in Kathy’s direction for the last ten minutes.

      Kathy glanced back at him and smiled. He was cute.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed him,” Trisha said.

      “Of course I’ve noticed him, but I still don’t know him.” The last thing Kathy wanted—or needed—was to get involved with someone. She was still a little nervous about even trying to date someone after she had completely made herself look like a freak with her last date, Jeff. And that’s not to mention her on-again, off-again relationship with Jeremy, which was now definitely off. She needed to be single for a little while.

      At least until someone special came around.

      “So go over there and get to know him!” Trisha said. “Take him upstairs for a private chat.”

      Kathy shook her head. “You know I’m not here for that.”

      “Isn’t that why you moved out? To be able to do whatever you want? Your sister isn’t here. Let yourself live a little!”

      That was true. Kathy’s apartment was just above the bar—and surprisingly looked very similar to the one she had experienced during her illusion at the hands of the trickster she and Samantha had faced back in May.

      Kathy had been out on her own for about a month now and she had been playing it safe ever since, as if she were still under the watchful eye of her big sister. First her excuse was that she wanted to get settled into her new place. Then it was that she wanted to make sure her finances were in order before she let herself have any sort of fun that required spending money. And now it was…what?

      “Look, the last few times we’ve gone out, you’ve had a problem with every single guy I’ve found for you,” Trisha said. “How do you expect me to be a wingwoman when you won’t even take my leads?”

      She looked over at her friend and sighed, not that anyone could hear it over the noise of the bar. “Okay fine. I’ll go ask him his name and see if he makes any moves after that. But if things get awkward—or weird—I’m out of there!”

      “And I’ll be here to help fend him off if need be. Just go and give this guy a chance!”

      With butterflies in her belly—when was the last time she was nervous about talking to a guy?—Kathy slipped off the barstool and crossed the room. She only made it halfway before a different guy caught her eye.

      Michael.

      Jeremy’s friend.

      “Kathy?” he asked, wide-eyed with surprise.

      “Hey!” Very naturally, they moved in for a hug that lasted longer than Kathy had expected. Not that she was complaining about that. She got along great with Michael, even if he had always just been Jeremy’s friend to her. She hadn’t seen him since May when she and Jeremy had broken up.

      When they pulled apart, both of them smiled wide at each other, but neither knew what to say. Kathy wanted a conversation to suddenly spring up, but she couldn’t think of a good enough thing to say to warrant that kind of discourse.

      “How—”

      “So—”

      They both started talking and stopped when they realized they were about to talk over each other.

      “Sorry,” he said. “You go.”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s okay. You can go.” The best thing she could come up was to ask how he’d been. Small Talk 101. Lame.

      “So Jeremy’s been doing okay,” he said.

      “Yeah?” Her voice carried no interest, even though she was interested in how her ex was doing without her.

      “Not great,” he added. “Just okay.”

      “Is he still drinking?” She noted the irony. Asking the question while they stood in the middle of a bar; a few drinks already working their way into her bloodstream.

      Michael pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah, he is. Quite a bit. I’m actually moving out because things between me and him just aren’t the same since college. I’m getting out of that party phase and he still seems locked in it. And I know it’s only depression, but he refuses to even acknowledge it, which is so frustrating. Wow.”

      “What?”

      “I sound like I’m his wife or something,” he said with a chuckle.

      She smiled, glad that he had successfully lightened the mood.

      “I just don’t want to watch him spiral anymore,” Michael said. “And it’s time I grew up and got my own place anyway.”

      “Well, I’m happy for you. Actually, I just moved out on my own last month.”

      His eyebrows raised. “You did? I didn’t think you’d ever move out of that house!”

      “With the baby coming soon and Samantha and Steven coming up on their first anniversary, I thought it was a good time to be on my own too.” She pointed to the ceiling. “It’s right upstairs.”

      “Is this your new hangout then?”

      Her apartment—and the bar—were at the southeastern end of downtown, by the railroad tracks. Far away from the watering holes in Lawrence Park or the ones downtown that were often filled with college students from Gannon University—the crowds that she used to be drawn to not that long ago.

      Kathy shrugged. “Guess so. I’ve only been here a handful of times, but I like it.”

      She looked past Michael and saw the guy she had been on her way to talk to. He was now nursing his drink, peeling the label off his bottle and no longer looking in her direction. She looked back at Trisha, who was deep in conversation with a man seated beside her at the bar.

      “Looking for someone?” Michael asked.

      She turned back to him. “Just checking on my friend. She seems to be occupied. Do you want to go upstairs so we could talk easier? This place is a little too noisy for me.”

      He smiled. “Sure. I’d love that.”
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      Nancy Kors emerged from the kitchen and her face immediately lit up, nearly as much as her Christmas tree.

      “Dennis! What a surprise!” the woman shrieked as she wrapped her arms tightly around her son.

      After his mother let him go, the newcomer moved on to hug Gerald. Samantha and Steven looked at each other, unsure of what to do. Samantha felt like they were suddenly crashing an intimate family moment.

      “Come on in!” Nancy waved him forward. “Let me take your coat. Gerald, dear, take his bag!”

      While she pulled Dennis’s jacket off of him, her husband took the duffel bag out of his hands.

      “What are you doing here?” Gerald asked. “I thought you were at sea?”

      “I was able to get an early leave.” He turned to look at Samantha and Steven and asked, “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

      Samantha put up her hand and shook her head with a polite smile. “Not at all.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Steven added.

      Gerald stepped back and stretched his arm out toward Samantha and Steven, who both rose. “I’d like you to meet our neighbors, the Harpers. This is Steven and his wife, Samantha.”

      Dennis shook both of their hands as polite pleasantries were exchanged.

      “We were all just about to sit down to dinner,” Nancy said. She looked to their guests. “You wouldn’t mind if Dennis joined us, would you?”

      “Mom, I don’t want to impose or anything—”

      “Really, it’s no bother,” Samantha said. “He’s your son. Of course you want to see him. Maybe we should actually head home so you can—”

      “No, you don’t have to go and do that,” Gerald said. “Sit! Stay a while! We can all get to know each other.”

      “It’s just that Dennis is in the Navy and we don’t get to see him very often.” Nancy reached up and patted her son’s cheek and beamed with delight.

      “When the opportunity to come home early came up, I knew I had to take it to surprise you guys as an early Christmas present,” Dennis said.

      Nancy wrapped her arm around his waist. “And what a wonderful surprise this is!” From the kitchen, the oven timer dinged. “Oh shoot. I need to go take the lasagna out of the oven. I’ll be right back!”

      After she disappeared into the kitchen, the room turned awkward again.

      “Let’s take a seat,” Gerald suggested as he plopped back into his recliner.

      Samantha and Steven both retook their seats while Dennis opted for the loveseat in the corner.

      “So Dennis, you’re in the Navy, huh?” Steven started.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I have a friend who’s in the Navy. He was the best man at our wedding.”

      “What ship is he stationed on?”

      “The Constellation?” Steven looked to Samantha for confirmation. She could only vaguely remember Robert mentioning what ship he was on. All she knew was that he was out in southern California now.

      Dennis nodded with recognition. “Ah, so he’s out of San Diego.”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “I’m on the South Carolina, out of Norfolk.”

      “How often are you actually out on the water?”

      As Steven and Dennis continued their conversation, Gerald turned to Samantha and said, “I’ve noticed it was pretty dark across the street at your house. No lights again this year?”

      She shook her head. “No. Christmas isn’t really our thing.”

      “You had a wreath out last year. And some candles in the windows. Looked nice.”

      “That was my sister. She really loves the commercialism of Christmas, but she’s out on her own now so the house is just mine and Steven’s.”

      “So no lights?”

      She shook her head. “Not this year, no.”

      “Are you Jewish?”

      “No, I’m not,” she said with a chuckle. Every time someone heard that she didn’t celebrate Christmas, they immediately assumed that she was Jewish.

      “So then what do you believe in?”

      The question was brusque, but Samantha could tell he didn’t mean anything by it. Still, it was an uncomfortable topic and one that she wished to brush off without any further question.

      “Well, in December we sometimes celebrate the winter solstice.”

      Gerald narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean?”

      “The shortest day of the year. The changing of seasons. It’s more of a spiritual thing for us. Although, in the past, my sister has convinced me to get a tree and participate in some Christmas traditions. It’s hard not to. I love gingerbread!”

      The joke was her attempt to lighten the mood and shift the conversation away, but instead her words were noted by Dennis.

      “You don’t believe in God?”

      Just as to-the-point as his father…

      Samantha shifted in her seat. “Um…well…”

      “My wife isn’t a Christian,” Steven said in her defense.

      Dennis turned to Steven. “But you are?”

      He shrugged. “It’s how I was raised.”

      “And you’re okay with throwing out your religion for her?”

      “Just because we have some differences doesn’t mean I can’t respect what she believes,” Steven countered.

      Dennis shook his head. “I just don’t see how that’s going to work long-term.”

      “Uh…” Gerald cut in loudly, trying to diffuse the growing tension. “Samantha, are you going to do anymore Christmas traditions when the baby comes?”

      She turned to her husband, again uncomfortable by the spotlight she was suddenly under. “Well, Steven and I haven’t really discussed it yet…”

      “Wait, you’re having a baby?” Dennis asked, wide-eyed.

      Nancy appeared in the doorway and cheerfully announced, “Dinner’s ready!”

      Relief washed over Samantha as they all rose and moved to the dining room.

      Dinner was going to be hell.
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      Kathy unlocked the door to her loft apartment and flicked on the lights. Michael walked in behind her.

      “It’s not much.” She dropped her keys by the door. “I’m still in desperate need of furniture.”

      “But it’s yours.” He walked in and looked around.

      In his presence, Kathy scrutinized her new living conditions. The whole apartment was a total of two rooms, the only private room being the bathroom, tucked in beside the kitchen. Two large windows opened up onto the street along one wall. Adjacent to that was a simple black and white kitchen with a short row of countertops, stove, and refrigerator, while a small bartop island contained the sink that overlooked the living room. At the wall closest to the door, there was a metal staircase leading up to the small loft area over the kitchen that served as Kathy’s bedroom.

      “It looks great,” Michael added.

      She stepped over to the kitchen as she chuckled. “It looks cheap.”

      “But, again, it’s yours.”

      Shrugging, Kathy accepted his comment. “You want a drink?”

      “You only have the bare minimum with furniture, but you have alcohol?” he asked with a laugh.

      Holding up a bottle of vodka, she smiled, “You can tell where my priorities lie.”

      Just as she’d hoped, Michael laughed at her joke.

      “No, most of my small stash here was a house-warming gift from Trisha,” Kathy went on as she poured each of them their drinks. “Giving houseplants isn’t really her style.”

      “Sounds like an interesting friend.”

      She walked around the island and handed him his drink. Together, they sat on the only couch in her living room area. It was a thirty dollar find from Salvation Army.

      “Sorry for the lumpy couch,” she said. “It was the best they had at the store and I was desperate.”

      “I don’t think it’s too bad.” He winced as he adjusted his position.

      “You want to know how I know you’re lying?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I know for a fact that there’s a loose spring in that cushion, so unless you like getting poked in the keister, you’re just trying to be polite.”

      He smiled. “Okay, so you’ve got me.”

      Kathy took a sip of her drink to hide her own smile, which hadn’t seemed to fade since he agreed to come up to her apartment. As much as she wanted to believe that it was pride in showing off her new place, she knew deep down that it was Michael that she was smiling about.

      The room fell silent, with only the muffled sound of the bar downstairs rising up through the old floorboards. Kathy gazed off out the window and out of the corner of her eye she saw Michael staring at his drink.

      Finally, she turned back to him and said, “So this is actually kind of awkward.”

      “Yeah. I just wish it wasn’t.”

      “Are we being dumb? Trying to hang out without Jeremy? I mean, that’s how we first met.”

      “No, I don’t think so. We’re friends, with or without Jeremy.”

      But he’s the only reason we’ve ever spent any amount of time together, she thought to herself.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready to see Jeremy—or talk about him, for that matter. The way we ended things…” She shook her head. “It was hard.” Bringing the glass to her lips, she took a big gulp of her drink, feeling the alcohol kick in.

      Easy there, Kathy, she thought to herself. You’ve already had several downstairs. Pump the brakes before you end up spilling your guts about things you’d rather keep to yourself.

      “I understand,” he said. “We don’t have to talk about him—or what happened between you two. We can talk about other things.”

      “Like what?”

      Michael took a gulp of his drink. “Um…well, how do you like living on your own? Is it weird not having your sister around as much?”

      She took in a deep breath before responding. “Yeah, it’s been an…adjustment, I guess you could say. It’s like, when I was still living at home, when I was alone it was okay because I knew someone else would be home eventually. Now, when I’m home alone, I’m just…alone. It’s weird. Nice at times, but also a really strange feeling.”

      “Well, if you’re ever scared to be alone, you can always call me,” he offered. “I’ll be moving soon myself, but I’ll make sure you have my updated number once I get it.”

      Kathy smiled as she circled her finger around her near-empty glass. “Thanks, but I can handle myself. Trust me.”

      “Oh, I know. You spent years putting up with…” He trailed off, not stating exactly who she knew he was talking about.

      Jeremy.

      “Yeah,” she murmured.

      “This is your first time living away from that big house on Arlington, isn’t it?”

      She appreciated the swift change in subject back to comfortable territory. “Yeah, I grew up in that house.”

      “Has your sister ever moved out?”

      “Nope. She would stay at Steven’s apartment before they were married, but only for a few nights. Really only when she was in college and claimed to be up all night studying with him, but I have my doubts about that. Then again, it’s Samantha, so maybe she was actually studying all night.”

      Michael laughed. “She’s pregnant now, right?”

      “Yeah. Honestly, about to have the baby any day now. It was one of the reasons I decided it was time to get my own place. I can only be the third wheel in their marriage—their family—for so long.”

      “I’m sure she doesn’t think of you as a third wheel.”

      Kathy chuckled. “You’re right. She doesn’t. But Steven certainly does. He’s come around to me being a constant presence, but I get it. They need their space. And, honestly, so do I. I like having something that is one hundred percent mine. Well, as long as I pay the rent.”

      Michael laughed. “Yeah, that’s kind of important.”

      “And a real downer,” she joked. “Did you know bills come every month?”

      Again, he laughed. “So I’ve heard.”

      “I hope it gets a little easier, though,” she said, more serious. “This place is nice, and I know it’s mine, but it still doesn’t quite feel like home, you know? Whenever I think of home, I still think back to the house that I shared with my sister and the bedroom I had when I was a teenager.”

      “You have history with that old house,” he said. “You’ll develop history here too. It’ll get easier. Trust me, from someone who has moved a couple times—including dorm rooms—each place feels like yours after a while. Less foreign.”

      “I know, I just…I can’t get passed the fact that this place still smells faintly of paint, not that distinct family smell that comes from generations living in the same house.”

      He laughed again.

      Is he flirting? Kathy wondered.

      “You shouldn’t be sniffing the paint. And besides, soon this apartment will smell of your distinct odor soon,” he teased.

      “Are you saying I smell?”

      “In only the best way possible, of course.”

      “Oh, of course.”

      Definitely flirting, she decided.

      “So what’s Maddie been up to?” she asked, bringing up his girlfriend as a way to establish boundaries between them.

      Michael studied his empty glass again. “Um…I’m not really sure what she’s doing. We broke up.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Instinctively, she reached out and rubbed his shoulder.

      “Yeah. Actually, it was shortly after you and Jeremy did.”

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated. What else was she supposed to say?

      “It’s fine. You and I haven’t really seen each other since you and Jeremy broke up, so you wouldn’t have known.”

      “What happened?” she blurted before she could stop herself. Glancing down, she noticed her glass was empty. The alcohol was certainly beginning to loosen her lips. “If you don’t mind me asking,” she added.

      “No, it’s fine. Truth be told, it wasn’t my choice, although I’ve come around to it by now. I mean, it’s been more than six months, so I should be okay with it at this point, right?”

      Kathy rubbed his back some more. “There’s no timeline on how long it takes to get over someone. Especially when you were together as long as you and Maddie were. Three years? Four? That’s a long time.”

      He nodded. “That’s the thing, though. She wanted to settle down and get married and I’m…” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wasn’t there yet. At least, not with her. We had fun, you know? But to get married
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