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The shop bell tinkled, and Tara looked up to see who had come in pushing her hair back as she did so. It was Helen, returning from a quick walk to the newsstand. With a careful sigh of relief that she wouldn’t have to leave to attend to a customer at this crucial stage of her work, she returned to her work, bending over the book to give the last touches to the binding.

Helen came through to the workshop. Tara heard her chuckle when she saw Tara pressing home the muslin protective cover to the book. “Late with an order again?”

Tara grinned wryly. “Yes, a little. The book’s fascinating, and I got too involved reading it. It’s a spell book.”

Helen’s gaze sharpened. “Truly? A really old one?”

“Oh yes, a really old one. It’s for a client in New York. I thought I’d deliver it next week, when I go up for the book fair.”

“Will it be done by then?”

Tara drew her hands away and gently pulled the muslin protector free. She stood up and stretched to ease her aching back. “It’s done now. You can look at it if you want. But use the gloves because it’s old and valuable.”

She watched her friend pull on the white cotton gloves and lean over the book. Helen had no unruly hair to tuck behind her ears, her smooth, golden locks were confined in an elegant chignon at the back of her head. Her neat suit surpassed the usual schoolteacher’s garb, being both expensive and well fitted, unlike Tara’s messy sweatshirt and jeans, smeared with glue and ink. Despite that they were friends, had been since the day they had met.

This workshop was Tara’s sanctuary, her private room and she allowed very few people into it, but Helen was her closest friend. A comfortable chair in the corner by the coffee maker showed where she spent several happy, blessedly private hours. A small bookshelf above held her personal copies of her favorite true crime books. The occult side of the shop had started by public demand, but true crime had always been her private passion. 

Staring around her room, her store, Tara was forced to admit that she felt restless. Traveling the world with her parents had come to an abrupt halt. Her father had retired from active duty, and now worked in Washington. Tara had what she’d always dreamed of; a little bookstore in Connecticut. Now the old wanderlust was on her again. She couldn’t explain it, but she had been feeling restless for a couple of months, as though something was ending, or perhaps beginning.

Helen smiled slightly as she studied the book. Tara envied her. Helen’s career had taken a straight line, from college to teaching at ordinary schools, and now Witney Ladies’ College. A talented history teacher, Helen kept the girls in her classes enthralled with stories of the old days that taught them the essentials of history without the dryness so often associated with the subject.

Helen was lost in the book; head sunk in her hands, absorbed in the old print. This one was sixteenth century, an early printed book with some hand-written notes in the margins. It was a shame Tara couldn’t discover the provenance, because it would have doubled the value for her customer. The client was a New York collector of the occult, especially rare items. Tara had obtained several books for him, always old, always dealing with the occult. He’d proved a profitable connection, providing her with other customers. 

Tara had done a good job. She’d bound the fragile book with its original calfskin cover in dark maroon leather and worked hard tooling the new cover with some of the symbols printed inside. It was her best work. Without the new binding, the book would have continued to disintegrate. Bookbinding had been a rather unusual hobby, and was now her main source of income, together with the bookstore outside the oak door. 

She glanced at the shelf on which her own interest was stored. This new passion for the occult had sidelined her fascination with true crime. If her life had turned out differently, she might have applied to the FBI and CASKU, the serial killer unit. However, things had been different, and Tara wasn’t in the business of regrets. 

She reached for the coffeepot, bubbling on its stand and poured two cups, but didn’t carry one over to Helen. Not while she read the book. Helen was a neat, meticulous woman but the book had enough mysterious stains of its own without adding coffee to the mix. 

Tara left Her friend to her studies and went through to the shop, where Helen’s study group sat around the large table provided for browsers. Bookshelves stood all around the table like an old library. Tara had attended many auctions and visited antique shops to get just the right image of dark oak, age and mystery. New books mixed with secondhand and antique, all identified with labels tucked inside the front cover. Only Tara knew the code on the labels, providing her with information about the age and value of each book, but the way they were arranged gave the browsers the illusion of discovering each book themselves. Her customers liked that. 

Teenagers, despite wealthy parents, were always teenagers, and the girls sitting around the table were dressed in ultra fashionable gear. Micro minis vied with the leather and velvet of the Goth, deliberately mussed, dyed black locks competing for attention with golden, glossy, carefully teased curls.

Barbara and Angel looked up at her approach. “How are you getting on?” Tara asked.

Angel replied, her expensively casual Gucci clothes only differing from the catwalk presentation by a small silver pentacle brooch. “Awesome. You’re a great help with this project, Miss Carlisle.”

“Tara, please. You make me feel ancient, calling me that.” 

“We consider you our teacher, like Miss Johnson,” Angel declared. Another girl, the dark brunette Carol Moresci, looked up with a small smile. 

Tara waved a hand, irritated by the comments from girls barely ten years younger than she was. “Well, I’m not. I don’t have the patience to teach.” It wasn’t respect that caused Angel’s reference. It was a double reminder, of Tara’s advanced age of twenty-eight, and of her single status. Angel came from old money, where the doctrine of marriage still held a great deal of influence. All the girls at the table had money, and most of it was of the old variety. The local ladies’ college prided itself in being more exclusive than Bryn Mawr, even if its academic results weren’t as impressive. Witney Ladies’ College only housed the best, and the best was presently ensconced in Tara’s small occult shop, studying the history of witchcraft. 

There were thirteen of them; enough for a coven, something they seemed to assume passed Tara’s understanding, as though all intelligence fled from the body when it reached the advanced age of twenty-one. Angel had told Tara as much once, so she had barbed her seemingly innocent comments. Perfectly coiffured, beautifully slim, fashionably dressed, the girls were fascinated by Wicca. Or so they said. Tara suspected it was the lure of ‘Getting Their Own Way’, their teacher’s objections fuelling their determination to study this topic. Helen had volunteered to supervise the girls in this project. Tara, aware of the influence the girls had in the outside world, preferred to keep out of the controversy and provide the girls with the books they needed for their study. The bookshop was a profitable enterprise and she wanted it to stay that way.

Tara leaned over Angel, who had a book by Aleister Crowley open in front of her. “This has little to do with your project.”

“He studied previous traditions.” Angel’s pretty mouth settled into a mulish straight line. Fully aware of Crowley’s horrific reputation Tara had done her best to distract them, but they had become obsessed with finding their own priest for their Coven. Preferably, one who was interested in Sexual Magick. Typical teenage behavior, but Tara, uneasy as their role model, did her best to distract them. Angel lifted the book so the other girls could see the cover and got a few giggles as her reward.

The shop bell tinkled, but Tara didn’t look up immediately. A low, very masculine baritone voice struck through the sudden silence. “Now what would you be doing with that?”
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The girls stared, mesmerized, and Tara’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. The man was gorgeous. Long, dark hair rippled to his broad shoulders, dark eyes met hers, set in a face with the high, slanted cheekbones of the Slav. He must be at least six feet four inches, and his mouth was positively sinful. 

Tara found her voice. “May I help you?” She sounded so prissy, so schoolmarm-ish that she hated herself. Why could she never appear at her best in front of a sexy man? 

He smiled, and it made things worse. Butterflies were doing positive somersaults in her stomach. “I understand you have a book for Cristos.” The slight roll of the ‘r’ indicated a foreign influence, but apart from that, his English was perfect.  

“I may have. Mr. Cristos is a client of mine.” She wasn’t so bemused that she didn’t remember her priorities. This man could be a con artist. That book was valuable.

His smile broadened. “I have a letter from him, and you may call him to assure yourself I am who I say I am.”

“You haven’t said who you are.”

He took a step forward. The girls recoiled at the onset of his presence, the tide in retreat. “Indeed. I am Garon Rothwell.” He held out his hand, and Tara placed her own in it. 

Shock. A thrill joined themwith a sizzling line of connection, a feeling unknown to Tara, but linked with something she knew – physical attraction. He showed no sign of the connection between them, other than allowing his eyelids to briefly drop half way over his eyes. It might have been a blink, but she wasn’t sure. “I thought to save you a journey.”

“That’s very kind of you,” she said coolly. She still didn’t trust him so she didn’t tell him his journey was a wasted one. She wouldn’t let that book out of her sight until she’d placed it in Cristos’s hands. 

Someone cleared her throat and Tara glanced down at the large table. The girls were more than expectant. Some had their mouths half open. Rothwell took them in with one lazy sweep of his eyes and paused at one face. “Do I know you?”

Tara had never seen Angel outclassed before, but the ice in his words chilled even her, after his warmth of a moment before. “No,” said the girl, her voice quavering. “No, but I’d like to.”

“I daresay you would.” He turned to Tara. “It seems a little formal, but would you mind introducing us?”

Tara began to feel like the elderly mentor the girls thought she was. “This is class from Witney Ladies’ College. They are studying the history of witchcraft. Their teacher is in the back room, taking a break.” Quickly she rattled through the names. All the girls got a brief nod of acknowledgement from Mr. Rothwell and a slight smile. 

“You will not find any history of witchcraft in this,” he said, twitching the Crowley book out of Angel’s nerveless fingers. “You had better look for the Malleus Maleficarum or the edicts from the Vatican for your project.” He handed the book to Tara with a smile. “Yours, I presume.”

“Yes, it is. Thank you. I’m not sure the book is suitable for their studies.”

“Good. Then you know your stock, Miss Carlisle.” His voice warmed slightly.

“I know what I need to know.” She moved away from the disturbing warmth of his presence.

The girls giggled, as though she had made a double entendre. Perhaps they were nervous. 

Had Garon Rothwell confronted her when she had been their age, she would have turned into a damp puddle on the floor. However, she was not eighteen, and she had once been used to working with men. And she never judged people by appearances alone, although in this case she was sorely tempted to make an exception. 

Garon Rothwell raised a dark eyebrow. “The book?”

“The letter?”

He bowed his head and reached into the inside pocket of his long black coat, to withdraw a prosaic piece of white notepaper. “You know Cristos’s writing?”

“Do you know him well?”

“Why do you ask that?” He paused in the act of handing her the paper.

“You use no honorific.”

He smiled in understanding. “Ah. Cristos prefers to use his surname, pure and simple. In his work, he is Assistant Director Cristos. Mister Cristos sounds too alliterative for his liking.”

She smiled back, the first friendly smile she had yet given him and took the paper before she realized what he had just said. Something froze inside her. “Assistant Director Cristos?”

He quirked a black eyebrow. “You didn’t know? He works for the CIA.” He paused. “And a few other agencies.”

Cold gripped her stomach.

Excited gasps and giggles came from the table as the girls exchanged unspoken comments about the stranger.

Rothwell took no notice of them. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” she said, too quickly and turned away, the note clutched in her hand. She hadn’t known. Her dealings had all been with the citizen, and despite what Mr. Rothwell had said, she always addressed her letters to Mr. Cristos. Too close. Her hand trembled when she opened the note, but she deliberately covered it with a clumsy fumble. 

It was as he had said. She knew the writing and the signature. Still, it could be a good forgery. That old spell book was worth a lot of money. The note read:

The bearer of this note is Garon Rothwell. He is known to me. He has dark brown, long hair, dark brown eyes, about six foot four. He speaks with a slight Hungarian accent. You may call me on the number I have given you if you have any doubts. He is authorized to deal on my behalf. Cristos. 

She would trust Rothwell so far. “Won’t you come into the office?”

More giggles. The girls should know Helen was there. Perhaps they were imagining something more lurid. Putting the Crowley book aside, Tara kept the note and headed for her office.

Without warning, a scream echoed through the still air, shockingly loud in the near silence of the bookshop.
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Tara spun around and ran toward the sound, but she made no progress. An invisible barrier met her, one she couldn’t get through. She could move but her feet made no impression, as though she struggled through quicksand. The girls shrieked, their piercing ululation a blood-curdling accompaniment to the silent terror filling the shop.

This was just like a dream she’d had years before, just after she’d returned to the States from the Middle East. The connection gave her a feeling of sick helplessness, but she resolutely pushed the thoughts away and pivoted on her heel, determined to try a different approach to get through the invisible barrier. Then she saw Garon Rothwell. 

If she had thought him charismatic before, she hadn’t seen the half of it. His arms outstretched his eyes wide open instead of lazily half closed, he stood erect, light blazing from him, surrounding his body like an aura. His hands pushed against an invisible wall in front of him—she saw white patches of strain on his palms. He spoke in a language she didn’t understand, in a voice she could hardly hear against the shrieking and whimpering of the would-be coven, now cowering in fear under the table or on the far side of it.

None of the training she’d received taught her how to cope with this, an unseen force on her own territory. 

Rothwell seemed to be in a world of his own, a world that contained only him and that–that malevolence. Locked in combat, fighting something no one else could see, but definitely present. It thickened the air, made it hard to breathe, as if caught up in a whirlwind but the air was still and silent, waiting, like everyone else, for the outcome of the duel. 

For duel it was. Lines of strain appeared in Rothwell’s face, around his mouth, creasing his forehead into two hard vertical lines above his brows. He threw his head back and called out words she didn’t know, words that held dread, in a language she only half recognized. 

Guttural consonants and flowing vowels, ran like a river of sound. If that sound ceased she was done for, she just knew it. The instinct that had preserved her in the past came to her aid now, and she knew the emptiness would suck her up if Rothwell lost. Horror gripped her heart. 

His hair flowed as though trapped in his own private wind tunnel, the coat lifted and billowed by a gust of air that touched nothing else. Books lay quiet upon the shelves and she could hear the traffic outside. 

Garon drew the malevolence—whatever it was, towards himself, forcing it to concentrate on him 

His concentration served to release the hold on the others, for Tara found herself suddenly able to move again, as though a binding rope had snapped. She slumped to the floor, and from the clatter of wooden chairs behind her, so did the girls.

Her first instinct was to move towards the table to try to join the girls, then she remembered Helen, on her own in the office.

Tara was the first to get to her feet, helped by the firm hands of Garon Rothwell. He held her close, and if she had felt a connection before she felt it in spades now, but this time it was comforting. 

She allowed herself a moment to sink into his warmth before she pulled back and stared up at him. “All right?” he murmured, as though it had been she who had been the center of that terrible scene, and not him. 

“Yes, perfectly.” She made a great show of brushing down her pants, just as if the shop hadn’t been cleaned that morning. Her hands shook, but she forced them to behave and took a few deep breaths. Shoving her hair out of the way, she stared up at him. “More to the point, are you all right? What was that? What happened?”

He frowned ruefully, and then shrugged. “More than I expected. The book I came here to collect contains power, but I fear it has gone. Something or someone released it.”

“Power? A book has power?” Thoughts chased through her head, the saying about the pen being mightier than the sword, the idea that a book held electricity such as she had felt crackling in the air a moment ago.

He swung to face the girls, now silent and white-faced, some picking up their chairs, all staring at him. “I will be back in a moment. Do not leave.” 

He turned and headed for the back office, Tara close behind him.

*****
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Erzsébet Báthory had always been a passionate woman. This current incarnation was no different. She might look different but inside she was always the same, always her own self. And Ferencz had brought her back. Her Ferencz, as handsome as always. She lifted her head and watched him move, that lazy lope taking her right back to their wedding night.

She needed more strength, more power before she could take another step, especially after so long a time inactive. She’d learned how to astral travel in the four years she’d been imprisoned in her own bedroom, and when she’d done it, she’d allowed her original body to die. Too late, she’d discovered reincorporation in another body was only possible in specific circumstances but how could she remedy that, trapped in a book?

More than she supposed. She could still sense, could still influence people a little. At least she’d had the sense to lock herself away in a spell book. Men and women of power vied for that book, and found that the spells, worthless in themselves, worked when Erzsébet exerted her influence. She chose which spells to endow with power, never forgetting her objective.It had taken many years to find and then persuade someone to set up the kind of séance she needed, the precursor to her emergence, then to find one of the participants. When she’d heard the voice reciting a spell she had used it, taken the power in the room and emerged.

This manifestation was weak, at the basest level, and she needed to strengthen it. 

With every death she would get stronger. Every infusion would make her greater, until she could get Ferencz back. She would even use him to regain her strength, but not a way that might harm him. He was that rare thing–a virgin. Her power was based on virginity, but not hers, that of other people. She could tap into virgins, in more ways than one. 

She looked forward to it. 

*****
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Helen looked up from the book, lying open on the table before her. Her eyes widened when she saw Garon Rothwell. “Hello,” she purred, emphasizing the last syllable. Even in her neat schoolmarm garb she presented a more delectable picture than Tara could ever hope to achieve. 

Garon stared at her, blinking, and Tara mentally consigned another gorgeous man to her friend. While she couldn’t resent Helen’s sex appeal to she wished she had some of that allure for herself. “Garon Rothwell,” he said briefly, thrusting out one large hand.

Helen extended one smooth white hand and delicately placed it in his. Tara thought of the hard patches of skin on her own hands, earned from years of working and suppressed a sigh. Helen had always told her she should look after her hands. She began to think it might be worth the effort. Too late for this one, though. Helen had him firmly in her sights. 

“Helen Johnson. I teach the—young ladies outside.” The pause before the last phrase made Rothwell laugh, a rich, full laugh of someone who knew how to enjoy life. 

“Did you hear a scream?” His voice took a sharper edge. “A disturbance?”

Helen shook her head, smiling. “Nothing at all. I was trying to make sense of this book. Perhaps I was concentrating too much to be bothered by anything else.”

Rothwell’s brow cleared. “Ah, someone capable of concentration. A rare trait, these days.”

Tara didn’t mention that she could do it, too. When she worked, she was able to shut everything off, so much so that her mother had suspected her of being deaf. “Let me see. I may be able to help.”

He bent over her shoulder, and Helen leaned back. She wore a crisp, white blouse buttoned primly up to her neck but the blouse was silk, falling softly over the curves of her generous breasts. Tara wished she’d taken Helen’s advice to be more careful in her selection of underwear. The soft, seamless bras Helen wore did provide a better shape than the restrictive, under wired or sports bras Tara generally used to keep her unruly body under control. It was too late now. Another strike for Helen. 

Rothwell’s attention seemed to be completely on the book. He frowned, then reached over and touched it. “May I?”

“You should wear these.” Grabbing a pair of white cotton gloves Tara held them out to Rothwell before remembering these gloves had no give in them. They would never fit him. She bought them for her own use. 

Smiling, he took the gloves and used them like a cloth, holding the book carefully. “My apologies.”

It was then Tara noticed Helen wasn’t wearing gloves, either. They lay in a crumpled heap on the table. It wasn’t like Helen to ignore her requests. She understood how valuable some books could be, how acidic residue from the hands could damage the delicate pages. These pages were old and highly vulnerable. 

Rothwell read the page, his dark eyes scanning the lines quickly. “It is Hungarian. My mother’s tongue. This is a book of spells and enchantments. I hadn’t believed Cristos until he told me. This is why he sent me.”

He looked up and met Tara’s gaze directly. “This book may have belonged to a famous Hungarian. One many people would prefer to forget.”

Helen sharply fixed her blue eyes on him. “Who was she?”

“Erzsébet Báthory,”

“The female vampire,” Tara breathed. “Dracula’s mate.”

Rothwell surprised her by bursting into laughter. “Not quite. There were a few hundred years between Erzsébet and Vlad.”

“But if he was a vampire, he could have lived that long,” Helen pointed out, humor coloring her voice. “Tara has a fascination with such things, you know, as you can see from the shop.”

Tara colored up. “I’m more interested in real crime. Báthory was a real woman, arrested for a real crime. She killed young girls, didn’t she?”

Rothwell’s smile held no mockery in it, unlike Helen’s. “Yes, indeed she did. Over six hundred, if the stories have any truth. She was said to have bathed in their blood, even drank it, because she thought it improved the complexion.”

“If it did, you can bet there would be a face cream containing it,” Tara said. That made Rothwell’s smile broaden, and Tara wished he wouldn’t. It gave her ideas she would be better forgetting, now Helen had claimed him. 

“It might do,” Helen said quietly. “It makes sense. Is that book full of recipes, then?”

Garon glanced at her. “Yes, some. This page has none, however. This page is different.”

“How so?”

“It is a page to summon the dead.”

The silence fell suddenly, broken only by the sounds of the wind in the trees outside, and the subdued murmur of the girls in the next room. 

Tara moved first, walking to the side table. “Would you like some coffee, Mr. Rothwell?”

“Garon, please. Yes, I would enjoy that. Black, no sugar.”

Tara poured the coffee and brought it to him, putting it carefully at the other end of the table, away from the book. He was absorbed in reading. 

“Could you read us some of it aloud?” Helen’s voice cut sharply through the silence. “Do you speak Hungarian?”

“Yes, I speak it, but I will not read this. It may be too dangerous.”

Helen’s laughter tinkled gently. “You believe in all that? Even Tara doesn’t believe in the stuff she sells.”

“Then she should.” He looked up and met Tara’s gaze. The world stopped for the fraction of a second, as though he were drawing her in. “This book is dangerous. Or was.”

Helen gave him a flirtatious look from under her lashes. “I was trying to pronounce some of the words when you came in. I hope I haven’t inadvertently done something wrong.” 

“I hope not, too.” He turned back to Helen, closing the book. When he saw the cover, he drew one finger gently over one of the designs she’d drawn. Tara felt as though he was drawing fine strokes on her skin. She shivered. He glanced up at her. “I’m sorry.” Then he placed the book carefully on a cloth at the edge of the table, out of harm’s way. 

Tara busied herself putting the volume away in its custom made slip cover, then in the box she’d prepared for its transport, in a block of polystyrene she’d cut precisely to fit the cover. She felt better once it was out of view. Not just because it was out of danger of damage, but also because the book made her shudder. All the time she’d been working on it she’d had to suppress feelings of violence, feelings she had been familiar with once but now wanted to forget. A melancholy loneliness overshadowed it, something she was too aware of these days. Perhaps she had somehow hooked up to the feelings of another owner of the book, her own loneliness matching that of the unknown person. From what she had read of the notorious Erzsébet Báthory, she had completed her life in isolation. Tara had no wish to connect with someone so evil.

Rothwell–Garon–explained the story to a fascinated Helen. “Erzsébet Báthory was a high noble in Hungary, a relative of the King. She married Count Ferencz Nadasdy and went to live at his home, the Castle of Csejthe in Transylvania. Nadasdy abandoned her for the art of war, preferring to fight, but she always loved him and expected him to return to her.” Helen’s eyes softened. Tara loved a good romance, but wondered how Garon knew all this. He had said that his mother was Hungarian, but the events had been a long time ago and Hungary had more to concern itself with these days. “She wanted him back, but he never came. One day her maid, brushing her hair, pulled too hard, and Erzsébet hit her, scratching her cheek deeply. Later that day she noticed the skin where the maid’s blood had fallen on her was fresher, better looking. The maid became her first victim.” 

He told a good story, Tara had to admit that. His deep voice with its trace of accent was compelling, just right for a story of ancient evil. “She continued to kill, until she had killed every peasant girl she could find. Then she sent for young aristocratic women, saying she would teach them the ways of the court. She killed them too. Her husband had died in the arms of a whore in Budapest, and Erzsébet became obsessed with the idea of bringing him back, this time for her own use. She gathered a coven about her, but the deaths of the aristocratic girls had alerted the authorities. It was also not a good time for her politically, despite her high rank, and she was brought to trial. She was not put to death, but she was walled up in her own room, her only communication with the outside world a small aperture in the wall.”

Tara gave a small cry of distress and he instantly turned, the spell broken. Now she felt foolish, and forced a smile. “I’m a little claustrophobic.”

Immediately Garon came towards her, hands palm up in the age-old gesture of peace. “I’m so sorry, I wouldn’t have disturbed you with that story had I known.”

“It doesn’t matter, really.” To stop him taking her hands Tara reached for her coffee cup, but she was too late. He touched her and it happened again.

Electricity arced between them in an invisible bond. Startled, she met his eyes, wide with surprise. Then he relaxed and smiled, keeping her hand enclosed in his. “You are a remarkable woman.”. Embarrassed, Tara glanced over at Helen and caught a look she never thought she’d see in her friend. Hatred.

Helen had never wanted for men, or women for that matter. It had always been her aim to help Tara attract more men after she had admitted her recent inadequacies in that direction. Perhaps she wanted Garon more than she cared to admit. Tara could understand why. The man was physically devastating, his slightly exotic look enhancing the appeal of his tall, strong body. 

At first inclined to concede the field to Helen, Tara stiffened at that look of sheer dislike. While she was determined no one would interfere in the friendship between herself and Helen, a little gentle rivalry might add spice. She smiled up at Garon. “It’s nothing, but thank you for your concern.”

Abruptly she asked Garon the question haunting her since they’d heard the scream. “What happened in there? Was it me?”

He released her hand and looked down, choosing to pick up his coffee, then met her eyes again, the cup cradled in his hands. “No, it wasn’t you. Something or someone attacked us after it was released. Are you psychic?”

Tara shrugged. “I have an open mind on the subject but I’ve never seen anything like that—”

Helen leaned back in the hard chair, a smile playing about her full lips, no sign of the sudden flash of hatred Tara had seen a short moment before. “Are the girls all right?”

“Perfectly,” Tara hastened to assure her. “Just–something strange happened, and Mr. Rothwell–Garon seemed to stop something. Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps it was a freak wind, after all.”

“Perhaps it was,” Garon said and watched Helen get to her feet. “I would encourage you to put out that story, if anyone asks.”

“I’d better go see.” Helen sent Garon a lingering look on her way out.

Garon put his cup down after taking a good draft of the hot coffee. “We know it was something else. Whatever it was came from this room. It was evil, wholly evil. I have prevented it from spreading, but I don’t think I had much to do with its withdrawal. It seemed to concentrate on one spot, but now it has gone.” He reached out to where the book lay in its protective casing. “Lock that up. There is nothing there now, but I sensed a residue, ashes if you like, of something evil. I would not like anyone to steal it.”

“You believe all that?”

He turned a guileless gaze on her, all sincerity, all truth. “How could I not? Miss Carlisle, I am a Sorcerer. I live that life.”

*****
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Tara’s first instinct was to laugh, but she realized it could be seen as derision. It was, a little. She had seen real evil, experienced it, and it wasn’t in a small bookshop in Connecticut. 

“It comes where it comes,” he said, as though he had read her mind. 

“All that stuff?”

He seemed to change the subject. “What do you know of Cristos?”

She stared at him, collecting her thoughts. There were worse places to stare, but he didn’t do much for her concentration. “He’s a valued client. He collects old books on the occult, and has the money to pay for them. I bind some for him, sometimes to his own design. Now I find he’s an officer for the CIA. I didn’t know that before.” She put her own cup down to stand next to his.

“He asked me to come to look at the book, since I was in the area. His interest is professional.”

Cold hands clutched at Tara’s heart. No, not again. Never again. Did this man know her history? Was that it?

“Cristos runs Department Fifty-Seven ,” Garon said, not appearing to notice Tara’s sudden tension. “It is devoted to the occult. We are in the nature of a subcontracted department to the CIA, who have decided to fund some of our projects. He plays on the American paranoia, the desire of the authorities to have these powers for themselves.” He paused. “They belong to no one, even those who can use them. They are too dangerous.” 

Tara shivered. “What has that to do with me?”

“Nothing, except the book.” He studied her, his dark eyes boring through to her soul and a strange warmth suffused her mind. “What are you afraid of? Or should I tell you?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“I know you,” he said, softly. “Tara King.”
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Chapter Three
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The shop bell tinkled, and with a surge of relief, Tara used it as an excuse to break away from the mesmeric gaze and go through the door into the main shop. 

Garon’s use of her other name shocked her, scrambling her thoughts. It took a moment to realize if he was connected with a government agency, there was a fair chance he knew about her. She’d hoped no one would bother her again. 

Confronting her was the police chief, Bill Bradshaw. Standing six foot three and powerfully built, Bill was every inch the law enforcement officer, strong-jawed, short dark hair sleek against his skull. He gave Tara a smile, welcome security, his reassurance and friendship steadying her mind. “What’s up, Tara? The station just reported a massive increase in electricity here. Had an accident?” His concern showed in the fine lines around his eyes and mouth. Oh the pleasure of living in a small town where everybody knew your business. Tara smiled reassuringly. “No, Bill. A weird phenomenon, that’s all. As you can see, we’re all OKAY.”

He lowered his voice. “Are you sure? I worry about you here on your own.”

“Bill, you know you don’t have to worry.” Bill was one of the few people who knew Tara Carlisle and Tara King were the same person, but it was nice of him to be concerned for her. Their brief affair had long since warmed into friendship, but he still came to dinner and for a chat about more stressful times. Their conversations helped them both.

The girls began talking. “A wind,” “Something creepy,” and “The stranger,” all came out at once and then they fell silent. Without turning around Tara knew Garon had stepped through the door. 

“We think it was a freak wind,” he said, his accent hardly noticeable now. How much of it did he assume for interest? If he fancied himself a sorcerer, it might be a useful stock in trade.

Bill stared at him, taking his time, his sharp gaze raking the tall frame once, and then again. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure,” he drawled.

Garon gave a small, polite smile. “Garon Rothwell. A customer. Miss Carlisle was showing me an example of her work.”

Tara could have hit him. Did he have to make it sound so personal? Bill grinned, as though he understood. “She’s an artist, and a fine woman.” The last statement held a warning.

It seemed Garon heard it. He bowed his head briefly in acknowledgement, a courtly, old world gesture. “I was here when it happened.”

“You did something!” The accusation came shrilly from the table. Angel, all feminine antennae up pointed at the two men in the center of the large room. 

“I?” Garon raised his brows. “I tried to help, but it was over almost as soon as it began. A freak of nature, I think.”

“It doesn’t explain the electricity surge,” Bill said, his attention still fixed on Garon. 

“No, it doesn’t.” Garon flashed another smile. “I’m not a scientist, I’m afraid. Perhaps the freak wind brought a line down somewhere.”

“The only thing reported was a huge surge in electricity, lasting barely ten seconds, centered on this building.”

The shop stood on its own on a corner plot. The shop next door was a hundred yards away. It was plausible, even if Tara and everyone present that day didn’t believe it for a moment. If she told Bill, he wouldn’t believe her, so there was little point in trying. “We’re on our own here. It could happen.”

Bill shrugged. “As long as everybody’s okay.” He scanned the room, visually checking all the occupants. Tara studied them with him, applying the skills taught her long ago, but never forgotten.

The girls were more subdued than usual, but Helen seemed brighter. It was as though she’d been distilled into the essence of Helen. Something sparkled in her eyes, her hair seemed more vibrant, glowing with life. Angel, Helen’s chief acolyte, sparkled with her, seeming to draw vitality from her favorite teacher. 

Tara frowned and looked away, reminded of the differences between them. Helen had a wonderful life, intelligent and well off. Nothing had ever touched her that was bad. Tara shook the thought aside. She had never thought of anyone in that way before, never. What had happened to her hadn’t been her fault, and the abrupt curtailing of a career she’d found absorbing and exciting had been through necessity.

Garon Rothwell had used her name, her other name. She had to speak to him before he told anyone else. Before she could say anything to him, he stepped forward. “I wonder if you would care to have dinner with me tonight, Miss Carlisle?”

“Tara,” she said without thinking, a shock lancing through her when she realized he had just made it easy for her to tell him. Had he guessed, or did he really have some intuitive ability?

He smiled. “Tara. I’m staying at the Old Town House. Shall I pick you up?”

“No need,” she said. “It’s only a block away. I can get there fine.”

“At nine? Or is that too late for you?”

“It’s great for me. Thank you. I would like that.”

Only then did she realize Bill frowned at her, but she had to wait until they were alone. First Garon took his leave, and then Helen with her gaggle of pupils followed close behind, heads together and tittering over the date. Just before she left the shop Angel turned, hands on slim hips. “Make the most of him, Miss Carlisle. I think Miss Johnson has her eye on him.” Winking, she spun on one heel and followed her friends out of the shop.

Tara faced Bill. “What? What’s wrong, Bill?”

“What do you know about him? Rothwell?” Grim line settled between his nose and mouth.

She shrugged. “I’m going to call my client and find out about him. I need his say-so before I can hand the book over in any case.”

“Well at least you’re thinking straight. Don’t go anywhere private with him, not until I’ve had time to check him out.”

Tara flashed out angrily. “What do you mean, Bill? We’re not together any more, or had you forgotten?”

He gave her the one sided grin that made his stern face relax into boyish lines. “Nothing to do with that, honey. Just instinct. Something about that guy makes me edgy.” Bill hadn’t always been a country police chief. He’d started his career with the NYPD and worked his way to detective before a drive-by shooting had killed his ambition to make captain. It had nearly killed him. Tara would bet Bill’s instinct against anyone else’s, except, perhaps, her father’s. And he wasn’t here. Never likely to be, either.

“I’ll be careful, I promise. Your instinct is solid, Bill, and I listen to it. This man has only come to collect a book, a valuable one.”

Bill’s grin widened. “I guess you didn’t expect him to be quite so—” he paused. “So.”

Tara laughed. “He is, isn’t he? But I won’t drop my guard.” She paused, and then decided to trust him. “I think he might be CIA.”

Bill’s thick eyebrows climbed high. “He show you his card?”

“No, but my client is an Assistant Director.”

“I’d still take care.”

“I will.”

Soon after, Bill left. Tara locked up and went upstairs to her living quarters. 

A long bath did little to calm her. She was honest enough to admit that the coming date filled her with more apprehension than anything else in the last four years, ever since she had come to Witney. Peace had begun to pall, but perhaps it was the change of pace, from the frenetic activity she’d known before to the sudden, shocking tranquility of small town life. And to meet someone who knew her. She had to know how. Had he recognized her? If he was CIA he had access to records, and it might be standard procedure to plan your trip. It certainly was in other agencies. 

Still puzzling, Tara got out of the bath and went to find something that wasn’t too dowdy for a dinner date.

*****
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Garon needed a drink. Sitting in the bar of the small country hotel, he wasn’t exactly unaware of the glances sent in his direction. A few other solitary men had taken up their stations in the bar. Salesmen, he guessed, businessmen. They looked the type, all in anonymous suits and plain ties, hair neatly cropped and styled. There were two other couples. Witney wasn’t the most beautiful place in Connecticut, but it still knocked holes in many of the other places he’d seen. Well worth a special trip.

As was Miss Tara Carlisle. He lifted his glass to his lips. She seemed totally unaware of the effect she’d had on him. She’d floored him. Expecting to meet a simple country girl, or, knowing her past, a hard-as-nails ex-military type, he’d been faced with a woman who struck right through to his heart. 

Not to be thought of. He’d fought that battle and won it long ago. Now faced with something he’d thought dead, he’d have to fight it all over again. Dear Lord, he’d not felt like this since he was a schoolboy, with a body he had yet to control. 

The equation was simple. He remembered his mother’s words, repeated like a mantra over the years. He needed to remind himself now. If you lose your virginity, you lose your powers. Simple to remember, but less simple to follow, especially now, when his all too masculine body yearned towards an all too feminine one. 

He grinned wryly and glanced at the other occupants of the room, only for her to take him all over again.

Garon could usually sense the presence of people he’d met before, but he hadn’t felt her approach. She stood framed by the door to the bar, long fair hair brushing her breasts, wearing a simple, form fitting dress in a shade of beige that did things to make her skin glow. Or perhaps it glowed all on

















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LM. CONNOLLY

“exciting and downright delicious”





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





