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Chapter 1





Like a lemon drop on speed, the maid of honor darted across the front of the church, her yellow toe-length dress rustling with every step. The guests heads swiveled in unison as they tracked her agitated progress through the opposite archway, after which they turned to each other and resumed whispering. Not calm, smiling, happy-to-see-these-two-finally-going-to-tie-the-knot wedding speak, either.


Mason Kincaid, the groom, handled it like a pro; ten minutes earlier, hed retreated to the choir loft in the back of the church. Only his best man knew where he was, and that was because hed followed him. Something about doing his job.


Mason was standing shoulder to shoulder with Anthony now, feet spread comfortably, hands in the trouser pockets of his tux, watching another lemon drop rustle across the nave below.


There goes another one, he remarked.


Organ music played softly in the background, as if it were quite normal for bridesmaids and groomsmen to buzz back and forth across the church before the ceremony, half of them chattering on their cell phones, the other half comparing notes while frantically waiting for call backs.


Yellow dresses, black tuxes, Anthony mused over the swarm of activity. Looks like a hornets nest, my friend.


Please. Dont say that in front of Brenda. Mason raised his arm, absentmindedly lifting his sleeve and pronating in one smooth motion.


I think you can get tennis elbow from that, Anthony said.


From what?


Checking your watch every thirty seconds. What? Dont tell me you thought Miss Terminally Late would be on time once in her life.


Yes, Mason said, nodding with absolute certainty, turning the bezel on his watch, as if doing so would somehow make Brenda more aware of the time. We discussed it at the rehearsal last night.


Uh-huh.


And in the car on the way to dinner. Mason felt the need to substantiate his statement because Anthony was shaking his head with a look that said, You poor sap. On the way home, too. She swore she wouldnt be late.


He never knew whether to worry about Brenda when she wasnt on time or wring her neck when she finally arrived, but constant repetition had dulled the tendency to worry. Except this time shed promised. Shed never promised before.


All her friends were here. All shed talked about for weeks was her day. She loved fresh bouquets, candlelight, and ribbon. Her apartment had turned into a veritable testing lab for all three in her quest to mix the right sizes, right widths, right textures, blah blah blah. More than once, Mason jolted awake thinking he was the star attraction at a funeral.


It wouldnt have been so bad if Brenda had consoled him, but forty-two long, lonnng days ago shed gotten the crazy idea that waiting until our wedding night would somehow make it more special. This, after five years together.


He had to hand it to her, though. Every female guestand several of the menstopped in surprise just this side of the door, oohing and ahhing at the end result. The small, intimate Pensacola church normally inspired hushed hellos and quiet whispers, but today it was transformed into a vibrant, living hothouse, plush with cascades of white and yellow roses, mile upon mile of white ribbon, and row upon row of white tapers.


And just think, after today, life would go back to normal. After a week of sex, sun, and scuba diving, Brenda would move into his condo, not a candle, flower, or ribbon in sight.


Five forty-five. Fifteen minutes to go. Shed promised.


Candle flames flickered and fluttered along the center aisle as ushers escorted a few last-minute, wide-eyed guests to their seats.


Masons four-year-old niece broke out of safekeeping and tore down the aisle, her new Mary Janes raising a clatter on the narrow wooden steps as she climbed to the loft. Mason turned toward the uncontrolled sobbing that punctuated each step before Lily launched herself into his arms and buried her head against his neck.


Aw, did seeing all those people scare you, sweetheart? Mason crooned. He cuddled Lily against his chest, patting her tiny back.


Hand him a Glock and point him in the right direction, and he was a fierce adversary, a warrior. Hand him Lily, though, all warm and trusting and smelling of baby shampoo, and paternal emotions arose out of nowhere to throw him a curve. Every time. When he looked at strangers kids, he didnt feel warm and fuzzy and think about having his own. Not even when he had sex with Brenda.


Used to have sex, he amended.


Tell you what, he said softly, aiming to console the little girl. You dont have to walk up that big, long aisle if you dont want to.


Quietly, Anthony sang, Brendas gonna kill you.


Shes only four. Mason fell into a slow, automatic sway, soothing his nap-deprived little niece. Youd better let my sister know I have her.


Anthony handled that by cell phone, ending the conversation with, Hes right beside me. Really. Hes fine.


Dont tell me. She was afraid I took off.


She says its in my job description to make sure that doesnt happen.


Mason grinned, as if Anthony would even try. After all, they were guys. They had a bond, an obligation to respect each others freedom. They left most of the this-is-for-your-own-good bullshit to parents and siblings.


Hate to disillusion you, Mason said, but I believe youre supposed to ensure a clean getaway if I change my mind.


No way, man. Brendad hunt you down like last time.


She didnt hunt me down. And what do you mean, like last time? We were on a break.


She did hunt you downyoure just too stupid to know it. She found out where youd be and paraded another man in front of you. I warned you; you told me to stuff it. You fell for it hook, line, and sinker. This ringing any bells?


Mason tugged at his collar, thinking it was awfully tight and maybe he should have rented a larger size. No way Anthony was right.


Im guessing itd be bad luck to throw my best man off the balcony minutes before the wedding, so I want you to know Im resisting.


Anthony snickered.


Arent you supposed to be supportive today? Its, you know, in the job description.


Hey, Im supportive, Anthony said. Im not telling the maid of honor where youre hiding. Geez, does Brenda know about her?


Mason cast a nervous glance toward the steep, narrow stairs guarding him from his fiances girlfriend. Women threw themselves at him every day; he could handle that. But Brendas best friend? That was murder waiting to happen. He just wasnt sure whose.


Relax, shes up front with the others, Anthony said. Oops, looking this way.


Mason stepped back from the rail, hoping hed been quick enough to elude her sights. Go tell her you couldnt find me.


She saw you.


She cant see fifty feet without her glasses.


Is that in my job description? You have to let me know these things because if Im supposed to be looking out for you, my friend


Lets put it this wayif she comes after me, you have to throw yourself between us.


Take the bullet, as it were?


Absolutely.


Like when that moray eel came at us, and you ducked?


I was diverting its attention.


From you maybe. Anthony raised his hand briefly to acknowledge someone below. Relax. Ken just told her its me up here.


At six oclock, Lily got a second wind. She wiggled out of Masons arms and scampered off to watch the organist.


At the same moment, in the nave below, a skinny, uniformed courier marched up the center aisle between the tall, beribboned candelabra. In a nasal, high-pitched voice, he called out, Message for Mr. Kincaid. Is there a Mason Kincaid here?


Uh-oh, Anthony intoned. Another eel.


Mason cocked his head, assessing the situation in about one second flat. You dont suppose emergency rooms send couriers, do you?


Dont think so, buddy.


Police departments?


There isnt a cop alive whod be caught dead in that getup.


Morgues? Why are you looking at me like that?


Im waiting to see if you duck again or see what it says.


Oh, I can guess what it says.


Mason stared at Anthony until he finally sighed and said, You want me to get that for you?


If you wouldnt mind.


Okay, but dont kill the messenger. Meaning me, not him.


Anthony thumped down the stairs, with purpose if not speed. As he entered the nave, a hush fell over the church. You could hear a boutonniere drop as everyone, guests and wedding party alike, held their breath and craned their necks for a better vantage point.


The hell with reflecting. Mason was on the move now, nervously pacing the limited space in front of the choir benches, watching everyone below like a condemned man contemplating the crowd circling his gallows. The wedding party grouped into a tight pack near the altar, a couple of whom whispered into their cell phones, though who was left to call was anyones guess.


The guests scooted along the pews, sliding toward the center aisle in their Sunday best, cramming together so theyd miss nothing. And when Anthony accepted the envelope from the courier and glanced upward, all heads turned toward the rear of the church. All eyes raised to the loft. And just as quickly, upon seeing Mason, everyone turned back around, their whispers more urgent.


Mason no longer cared if they saw him. Hed done everything Brenda had asked. Hed committed to taking their relationship to the next level. Hed learned to navigate through the disarray in the apartment without complaint. Hed let her have her six weeks of chastity. Hed agreed to no more than four dives while they were on their honeymoon. After all that, he damn well didnt deserve getting stood up on his wedding day!


When Anthony stopped before him and proffered the envelope, Mason couldnt bring himself to touch it. Read it, he said, already planning which bar hed drink dry tonight.


Could be personal.


It sure as hell better be.


All right, all right, Anthony said, feigning calmness that did nothing to reassure Mason. Just remember what I said about killing the messenger. No throwing me over the rail or anything.


Would you just get it over with?


Anthony slipped his finger under the flap and pried it open. He pulled out several pages, looked them over, and said nothing.


To me, Mason snapped.


Shes pregnant.


That knocked the wind out of Mason. Hed thought hed known what was coming, in spite of all the time and expense and planning Brenda had put into the scene below, but pregnant? That sure as hell wasnt it.


He slumped onto the first choir bench. He had trouble catching his breath to speak.


But weWe were careful, you know. We


Theyd talked about kids. They hadnt agreed on how many; that was a topic for down the road. Neither of them had said, But if we get pregnant soon, its all off.


Shes feeling sick, is that it? Just cant make it today? Mason hated the hopeful tremor in his voice, because he knew in his heart that a little nausea didnt justify a courier instead of a phone call.


Anthony shook his head. As the quiet stretched between them, he asked, somewhat hopefully, You want me to go? You know, give you some space?


If she didnt want him, fine. But she wasnt taking his child, maybe a little girl as sweet as Lily, andSo why isnt she here then?


Anthony sighed, guyspeak for Dont make me tell you this.


Theres more?


Anthony nodded, stepping away from the edge of the loft, strategically keeping the stairs at his back for a quick getaway. Remember Lyle Thomas, the guy Brenda paraded around to make you jealous?


Its his?


Mason accepted that with mixed feelings, a small part relief, a large part anger at Brenda for toying with him. One second he thought he was going to be a father, the next he wasnt. One minute he was about to be married, the next he wasnt. He eyed the rest of the pages in Anthonys hand, and when he spoke next, any hint of a tremor was long gone.


Im guessing thats not all. Hell if I can imagine whats left, though.


His bill. Again, Anthony proffered the pages.


Hes billing me for knocking up my fiance? Mason bellowed, forgetting what great acoustics the church had. As his outrage permeated the far corners, it set off a riptide of two hundred guests snapping around in their seats.


No, idiot. Well, I dont think so. Anthony shuffled through the pages quickly. Flowers. Flower arranging. Candlesooh, that could be code, you think? Ribbon. Labor, deliveryhmmm, the sign of things to come. Setup. Who knew he was the florist, huh?


Mason snatched the bill out of Anthonys hand and quickly scanned to the last page, where Brendas flowing script instructed him to pay the bill in full within thirty days. Underlined, for Gods sake. And then circled in red.


Thats it. Im outta here. See that Lily gets back to her mom, okay?


Sure, but, uh, I thinkI mean, its my job to remind you


What?


Mason, you have to go downstairs and tell the guests.


I think they heard. Mason ripped the bill down the middle and tossed it in the air. Torn pages floated over the wall to friends and family below. You coming with me?


Where? Anthony dialed Lilys mother.


Mason stripped off his tie. The nearest bar. Better yet, I have two tickets to Arubayou choose.





Late the next morning in northeastern Missouri, Lyle Thomas ran through the front door of Jade Delarues historic home and made a beeline for the nearest fireplace.


Brenda backed out! he shouted with unrepressed glee, popping around the walnut-paneled study like a live wire, brushing snow off his butt and legs because hed slipped and fallen on the way in. Can you believe it? I cant believe it. I get another chance!


So, no wedding last night, Jade said, grinning at his exuberance.


Lyles excitement was catching, even though shed expected this very outcome. Unlike Harry Potter or Samantha Stevens, Jade didnt wave a wand around or twitch her nose, set things on fire, or summon quirky physical manifestations that talked back, but she did know her stuff.


Lyle threw his arms around Jade and hugged her soundly. He lifted her off the carpet and swung her in a circle.


She called last night and said she loves me and she was crazy to think she should go back to Mason. Thank you, thank you, thank you! I am so happy my sister dragged me here and made me tell you everything and made me let you help!


When Lyle set Jade back on her feet, she ran her fingers through her hair, attempting to restore some kind of order to soft, dark spirals that seized any opportunity to go their own way.


Thats great news, Lyle. Now we should


I didnt want to come, you know. I kicked and screamed all the way from Hannibal, but Mary kept saying that if I didnt want my one true love to slip away, then a road trip to see you was just the ticket. She said I had to be straight with you, or you wouldnt have anything to do with me, and I was.


There was no stopping him. It was as if hed come to life overnight. He circled the room, pausing only as he noticed the decorations for the first time.


You people celebrate Christmas? he asked with surprise.


Jade wasnt offended; unlike many, Lyle didnt utter you people in a negative manner.


We call it Yule, she explained.


Oh. Dont worry, by the way. Mary told me most people think youre just an herbalist, and I cant ever tell anybody otherwiseyou know, about what you do. Though why you do it here is beyond me. If my parents hadnt gotten married in January forty years ago this weekend, I sure as heck wouldnt be back here now. Not in Missouri in the middle of winter, no way. I wouldve begged off this trip.


Come on, Jade urged. She turned toward the door in an attempt to move Lyle on to the next step, as there was still work to be done. Lets go into the conservatory and


But what was the point in staying in Pensacola if Brenda was marrying that lowlife, right? Lyle motored on, then shot his arm in the air, and shouted, Mason Kincaid, eat your heart out!


Jades lips twitched with amusement. How many cups of coffee have you had this morning?


Five maybe six, I lost count, he said, running the words together.


Lyle!


He grinned. Sorry. Im just so happy.


You have what you want.


Yes!


Right. Then its time to thank the spirits for acting so quickly. Lets go into the


Cant. Im on my way to the airport now.


Oh, Jade said, taken aback. Generally clients were awed by her skills and followed directions without question. Some out of gratitude; some a little bit afraid of her, though no one ever said so. But were not finished.


Regular clientsones not shoved through the front door by well-meaning sistersnever left early. More work needed to be done to ensure Lyles success in the relationship department. It was precisely why Jade preferred working with fully committed guests, the ones who made their own reservations and arrived on their own.


It already worked, Lyle said with finality, clearly meaning case closed.


Yes, and now you have to


I have to get to the airport.


Jade blew out a breath, hoping hed notice her exasperation and come around. Seconds passed. She couldnt very well hog-tie him to the hearth.


Let me give you something before you go, then, she acquiesced. Its important. Itll take just a second.


She left the study immediately, leaving no room for argument.


When the coffee wore off, Lyle would be afraid that Brenda would leave him again, just as before, so Jade had assembled a charm bag. The pouch contained elements chosen just for him. Its purpose wasnt to keep Brenda with Lyle against her will, that would be wrong, but it would remind him to nurture his second chance at love. Carrying it would lend some stick-to-itiveness.


Jade returned to the study, and as she placed the red flannel bag in Lyles hand, she curled his fingers over it, and hers over his. She held his attention, demanding his focus as she instructed him with a sense of urgency.


Keep this on you every day, she said. Its small. It wont be noticeable in your pocket.


Whats in it?


A romantic charm.


Lyle danced from one foot to the other. Hed never stay long enough to learn about a postbreakup cleansing spell for Brenda.


He said, Ill check it out later.


You should. Its important you identify with it. Hed understand the birthstone beads shed sewn to the drawstrings, and the engraved, entwined silver rings inside. Not so the rest of it.


Lyle turned the bag to and fro in his hand, testing its weight, the feel of the contents. With a sly grin, he said, This wont get me arrested at the airport, will it?


Not unless theres a new ban on goat tail hair that I havent heard about. Or spikenard root. Now thisJade handed him a small glass vialis oil infused from the root. Add a drop to the bag every Friday.


You really think Ill need this? I mean, she called me. I think shes hooked, he said with a boyish grin.


Every Friday, Jade reiterated. Like clockwork.


Okay. That settled, Lyle darted toward the front door like a kid whod heard the recess bell. Thanks again for everything, Jade. If theres ever anything I can doI mean that.


Outside, he ran across the snow-covered garden rather than follow the meandering flagstone walk to the driveway. He managed to stay on his feet, but then nearly took out the curbside mailbox with his rental car.


Lyles abrupt departure left a few loose ends, which Jade disliked. Restless and uncomfortable, she stood in the open doorway, lifted her chin, and let the cold wind blow away all lingering negativity.


Her spirit renewed, she withdrew to the soaring glass-and-stone conservatory that filled an entire wing of the house. There she sought a peaceful conclusion, to tie everything up in a neat package.


She selected a long white taper from a cabinet darkened with age, rubbed it with fragrant oilone of her special blendsand sprinkled it with powdered orris root. Holding it in both hands, she closed her eyes and, working from the ease that came since practicing the Craft at her grandmothers side, quickly called her emotions to the surface.


Energy began to flow, to surge through her body like current through a wire. Jade directed that energy into the candle, charging it, focusing the powers of the universe on the matter at handBrendas jilted fiancas she said,




The all-seeing eye of fairness and love


Shines down and sees from far above


That whomever Brenda jilted, whatever his game,


He deserves someone better to take his name.


So no more heartache and no more trouble,


True love he finds, on the double!




Jade set the taper into a niche in the stone wall and lit it. The spell was done. Rarely did one of hers require more involved ritual, though she often embellished for paying guests. Over the years shed discovered that elaborate and involved were directly proportional to referrals, which is how shed dug Mystic Manor out of its financial quagmire after her parents had passed the family home on to her.


If shed left the conservatory then, everything would have been perfect. But after the effort spent on saving Lyles romance, after seeing how his sisters had progressed over the past year to impending motherhoodwell, it nagged at Jade, all of it. Pointed out her shortcomings in the relationship/propagation department. Made her want to take control.


Some people cooked for others. Some sewed for others. Jade cast spells, mostly for others. It was what she did, how she gave back for the gift shed been given, and she enjoyed helping people, but now it was time she did one for herself. Six years alone was long enough. She and her husband had planned to have children, and Doug was a sweetheart of a guy who wouldnt want his unfortunate disappearance to prevent her from having the family she always wanted. It was time to at least open herself to the possibility of a partner.


He, whoever he might be, had to be the right man for her to marry. Trustworthy to a fault. A calm, even-tempered individual, able to deal with needy people traipsing in and out of Mystic Manor on any given day. Smart. Funny. Helpful. Really open-minded. Eager to have children, along with the ability; mustnt forget the ability. Loyal, truthful. Good-looking, much taller than her five-eight, sexy as all get-outand why not? The universe held everything she wanted, as long as every step of her request was letter-perfect.


Timing couldnt be better; there was a new moon today. With the power of new beginnings behind this spell, she could meet and capture the heart of Mr. Right very soon.


Jade selected another taper, anointed it with oil, and rolled it in an herbal blend that felt personal to her, a combination of lavender, rosemary, and vanilla. During every step, she focused on all that she wanted and needed. For many witches shed mentored over the years, focus was the crucial step that so many glossed over, with poor results.


Holding the candle, she closed her eyes and spoke from the heart.




Spirits who see from far and near


Know the values I hold dear.


I am still here, alive and real.


Enough time has passed for my heart to heal.


Its time to love a man who is good


So life can go on as it should.


In this department, grant me every desire


And send a man who lights my fire,


A man who is loyal and true.




Unbidden, an image popped into her head. Feeling a little impish, she grinned and impulsively agreed:




A Pierce Brosnan clone will do.




Well, why the heck not? Thats what wishes were for. If Mr. Right came in the perfect gift wrap, who was she to argue?


Match to wick, the second candle joined the first in the niche, along with a rose quartz. Finished, Jade walked away; the spells would work their magic without her presence.


No sooner had she closed the door to the conservatory than the spirits, normally so cooperative, added their own two cents. Hot wax breached the rims and began to drip down both tapers. Slowly at first, then faster as the heat was boosted with another wave and yet another, the white rivulets meandered across the stone base of the niche like lava seeking a path across rocky terrain.


At the midpoint, they pooled, intermingled, and solidified into one.














Chapter 2





Anthony searched high and low for Mason throughout Sunday and into Monday morning. Hed tried keeping tabs on him in the bar Saturday night, but at one point one of them had gone to the john, and theyd gotten separated.


Running out of places to search, and on the outside chance that Mason had been so bent hed ended up in the honeymoon suite, Anthony finally checked the hotel.


This is sick. Youre sick, he said scathingly when he found Mason in the king-size bed, sound asleep, half-buried by a dozen satin pillows that ran the gamut from red, to white-with-red-hearts, to heart-shaped.


All froufrou; totally Brenda. All a man like Mason wanted was one regular-size, same-as-he-grew-up-with pillow, and he was happy.


Wake up!


Mason stirred at last, unaccustomed to anyone entering his territory and shouting at him like a drill sergeant. He tossed frilly pillows adrift, completely oblivious to the metallic crunch of empty beer cans as he rolled over them.


Anthony wrinkled his nose. A honeymoon suite should smell like roses. This one rivaled a distillery.


I cant believe you stayed here. What on earth were you thinking?


Mason cracked his eyes open, squinting and throwing his arm up to block the midmorning light. What the hell?


Exactly.


After theyd left the church, Anthony had decided that if his best friend and partner wasnt married, then his best friend and partner was going back to work. Theyd both planned to take this week off, Mason on his honeymoon, Anthony skiing, but getting Mason back on his feet was more important. Even more important now that Anthony had seen how low hed sunk.


Ive been lining up a job so you can get out of town and forget all this, and youve beenAnthony scanned the suite with a disgusted scowlhere.


It quickly became apparent that Mason was far beyond inferring anything from whatever Anthony said or did as, arching his back, he slid his hand between it and the mattress and pulled out one minibar bottle after another. He tossed them carelessly, didnt bat an eye as they banged the wall and cracked the lamp. Seemed he didnt care much about anything except closing his eyes and passing out again.


No way, man. Anthony shook him without success. Time to step up the assault. Poking through an assortment of clear and brown and green bottles, which clearly outnumbered the squashed cans, he barked, Since when do you drink this stuff?


Evidence said Mason had gone through a couple dozen, and those, all without caps, all empty, were just the ones currently visible.


Get up. Were leaving.


Must you keep shouting?


Im not Anthony lowered his voice. Get dressed. We have to be at the airport in an hour. My uncle got us a job. Surveillance.


Mason wasnt listening. He stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it vigorously, as if he wasnt thinking clearly yet knew something was amiss. You hear the shower?


Come on. Up, up, get dressed.


As Mason lay back and shoved more bottles and cans out of nose range, Anthony realized they werent leaving anytime today unless he took charge. If the babe whod been following Mason around Saturday night was using the shower now, well, thered be no getting him out of this suite until he was darn good and readythat could take a while after Brendas crazy six weeks of enforced abstinenceso Anthony picked up one slightly damp shoe, prayed to God it was liquor and not something yellow, and got down on his knees to look under the bed for the other.


He kept talking during this, hoping that as Mason heard details, his instincts would kick in and sober him up. No need to tell him just yet that the job was out of state.


Three guys took out large life policies six years ago and then disappeared. Together. The countys issuing presumptive death certificates. A year late, which is curious, but I guess no one was in a hurry. Are you getting any of this?


Uh-huh.


Youd better be, because we start today. My uncle already has teams on two of the widows. Were staking out the third. Theyre all friends, all still single, so to speak, and no surprise here, all have somewhat shady reputations in the community. The companys betting the alleged dead guys will sneak in just long enough to collect the checks. Maybe even the wives, who knows?


Paying around-the-clock surveillance teams would be a lot cheaper than issuing three million in death benefits.


What are you doing? Mason asked, peering over the side of the bed at Anthony. Obviously no instincts kicking in there.


Looking for your other shoe.


Shouldnt I get dressed first?


Got it. Anthony whipped up the bottom of the sheet and crammed a shoe onto Masons right foot.


Ow. Hey, you got it on the wrong one.


Trust me, after thirty years, I know the difference.


Its too small.


If you start whining, Ill quit feeling sorry for you. Anthony slapped on the second shoe. It was a tight fit, but he made it work. The shower stopped, and he said, Lets get out of here.


These shoes arent right. Mason lifted his head off the pillow, but nothing else followed, so he just stared at his feet.


The bathroom door swung inward then, only it wasnt the beautiful babe standing there with a short towel draped around her. It wasnt even a pity date. Hairy chest, legs of steelthe guy looked vaguely familiar, but Anthony hadnt seen him half-naked before.


And then it came crystal clear.


Well, you dog, you, Anthony said with a sly grin at Mason, who was blinking in confusion. When I said the bartender was cute, I meant for me, not you.


With a horror-stricken expression, Mason shot out of bed, denying everything, but his foot caught in the tangled sheet and tumbled him flat on his face on the carpet.


Anthony nudged him to see if he was out. Had to be; a guy didnt gash his face on a bottle like that without knocking himself senseless. A little tape would hold the skin together. They could spin by Masons condo, repack his bags for snow and ice, and still make the flight. Better get him to Missouri and in place before he sobered up, because he sure was gonna be pissed when he didnt wake up in Aruba.




Jade spent Monday morning removing the last of the Yule decorations throughout Mystic Manor, and a large part of the afternoon preparing for Imbolc, or Candlemas as West Bluffs church-loving population liked to call it. She was in and out of the conservatory numerous times, getting candles, placing them in every window and room of the house, ready to be lit at sunset. Never once did she feel that something was out of place until daylight began to wane. Then the hair on the back of her neck suddenly stood up.


Not a good sign.


She retraced her steps toward the conservatory until the feeling was strongest, right by the stone niche where, as a habit, she left dripless spell candles to burn. Right by the solidified pool of wax where there should have been nothing.


No, Jade whispered. Her pulse skittered with alarm. She stared hard at the wax, struck immobile with a sense of disbelief.


Sure, she was unhappy with the mess, the way the wax had oozed into every dip and crevice and then hardened, but that paled in comparison to two different spell candles running together. How many times had Aunt Helen thumped her on the head and warned her that every misplaced word, every poorly calculated action, had consequences?


How did this happen?


More important, How the heck do I undo it?


All of Jades tapers were supplied by Annie, one of her closest friends. They were hand-dipped and never dripped. Never. This had disaster written all over it. No way Jade could pretend there was no significance. The universe was too organized for things like this to happen without consequences.


She dug at the waxy white lump with her thumbnail and lifted off a small slab, but so what? The damage was done. The spell had more than enough time to begin to work. Possibly too long to break.


Nevertheless, she had to try to right it. She had to cast a strong, effective reverse spell immediately.


Though what spell? This wasnt something she had much practice at. Like, none. But every minute counted.


Clasping her crystal ring tightly, Jade put out a silent plea to Annie for help, which was really nothing less than a powerful, highly charged spell. Since Annie normally finished her candle dips in wax with a higher melting temperature so they wouldnt drip, and since she always was reversing her own spells-gone-awry, one could argue that Annie not only was somewhat accountable for this mess but would be an invaluable ally as well.


While she waited to hear from Annie, Jade rushed through the tunnel-like brick archway that led from the conservatory to the herb-drying room. There, in a closed cabinet, sat dozens of family grimoires, handwritten accounts of spells, charms, and remedies passed from one generation to another. She ran her fingers lightly over the gold-lettered spines, seeking guidance from the spirits before selecting one penned by Great-great-grandma, which seemed the most likely source because, as everyone in the family knew, Grandma Clarissa, poor thing, messed up as often as not.


An eclectic witch, Jade neither followed whatever traditions were in vogue nor favored one pantheon of spirits over another; she unashamedly sought help wherever most appropriate. Today she chose Cerridwen, as the Old One was the keeper of knowledge and transformation, and right now, Jade needed her expertise.


She laid the book flat and carefully thumbed through the delicate pages, preserved over the years from nibbling bugs with dried mugwort. Grandmas reversal spells focused on reversing hexes; maybe appropriate back in her day, but not so much now. Jade was just about to try another grimoire when Annie finally burst through the front door, shrieking Jades name.


Out here! Jade called back.


Annie tore into the drying room, pink scarf flying behind her, shoulders and pixie-cut hair covered with snowflakes. Like Jade, she wore an abundance of silver rings, but otherwise she was her opposite, blond and short.


Whats wrong? she gasped, breathless from rushing to Jades side. Youre pale as a ghost. Whose grimoire is this? Is there something bad in it?


When Jade didnt reply fast enough, Annie grabbed her and shook her until she did.


Thank goodness youre here. Jade hugged Annie with relief, then thrust her to arms length. You have to help me. I need to reverse a spell.


Annie blinked. You?


Jade thumped Annies arm so shed stop grinning and recognize the seriousness of the situation. She explained what shed done, even the Pierce Brosnan part and how the candles had dripped and


My candles? Dripped?


Annie, concentrate.


All right, already. Let me think. Take the wax, wrap it updo you have some fabric handy? Annie flinched as Jade grabbed her scarf and plunked the wax onto it. Annie snatched it back and glared at her.


What? Ill make you a new one, Jade said.


The heck you will. Courtney made it. Knowing the room well, Annie opened a drawer and pulled out a flannel square. She dropped the wax onto the center of it and took care to fold it away from Jade before handing it back.


Now what? If she hadnt been so flustered, so caught off guard, Jade wouldnt have asked at all, because even a toddler knew the answer to that. Oh, I know. I bury it at a crossroad.


At midnight.


Midnight? she wailed. This cant wait another six hours.


And sprinkle it with


Annie! Jade thumped her on the head this time. Something I can do now, please. Something with a candle, maybe?


Annie blinked, as if surprised she hadnt thought of that, since candle magic was the one thing that never backfired on her.


Oh. Sure. You can burn a seven-knob candle. No, wait, that takes a whole week. Okay, I know. What do you have, a black candle, maybe? A silver one?


Jade threw open a cabinet out in the main part of the conservatory, exposing shelves of tapers and pillars in a variety of colors, though predominantly white.


Annie pointed at the pillars. Use one of those, its easier. Get a knife.


Jade grabbed one and waited for further instructions.


Now turn it upside down and expose the base of the wick.


Of course! Pleased with the simplicity and logic of this reversal spell, Jade made short work of preparing the candle to burn backward.


Botanicals are your business, Annie said. I leave the anointing to you.


Im not using whats in Great-grandmas grimoire, thats for sure.


Dont have it?


Dont want to burn anything with pee on it.


Eww.


Maybe some arrowroot? And, hm, chamomile? Peppermint? Jade said, not really asking Annies advice but thinking aloud as she returned to the drying room and took stock of every precious dark-colored jar, selecting a few as she went. This was a concoction shed have to make from scratch, then shed oil the candle and roll it in the blend.


Annie said, Ill scrape up the rest of the wax. When Im finished, you want me to start lighting candles upstairs?


Thanks, Jade murmured, already turning words over in her mind, selecting and discarding several phrases one after the other.


It had been right to wish the best for Brendas ex, so she didnt want to reverse that. Nor did she particularly want to reverse the part where she opened herself to a new love. But any parts that connected the first to the second had to go.


With her mission clearly outlined, Jade took a deep breath and concentrated on grinding the bad part of her inadvertently commingled spells to a screeching halt. For this one, she was pulling out all the stops.


A concealed drawer beneath the work counter housed several wands, most of them very old, each wrapped separately in sumptuous red silk. Jade selected a beautifully crafted eighteen-inch iron wand for extra power, one embellished with a crystal tip and black tourmaline. In moments, she raised her energy to a high level, because intent alone wasnt enough; spells didnt work without energy. She used the wand to cast a circle and hold all that power within. As she marked the four directions with stones, each in turn, she said,




Guardians of the North, element of Earth,


Two spells I cast; nurture them well, but smother any ties.



Guardians of the East, element of Air,


Two spells I cast; separate is good, together not wise.


Guardians of the South, element of Fire,


Two spells I cast; that which unites, set to flames.


Guardians of the West, element of Water,


Two spells I cast; alone like islands, nothing the same.



Jade visualized Lyle calling one day soon, telling her that Brendas ex was happy and settled with a family of his own. She took special care to clear her mind of that thought before moving on to visualize herself happy and glowing with a new love of her own.


That done, Jade lit the upside-down pillar.


Calmer now, she sighed with relief at a job well done, a catastrophe averted. She slipped her ruby ring off her finger and laid it by the candle; the color lent speed to spells, the setting of silver wings enhanced it further. Conversely, the ring also would absorb energy from the spell, without weakening it in any way, allowing her to carry that energy with her later, until the deed was done.


A spell was no good if she doubted herself, if she continued to worry about Lyles ex-rival arriving in her life. Shed look back on this later and laugh. Next year, maybe. Right now, it was time to open the circle and leave the magic to work itself, and she did so promptly.


The sun had set while shed been working, marking the beginning of Imbolc. The festival celebrated not spring, but the first stirring of it, when animals awakened from hibernation and crocuses began to peek through the snow. Jade lit a taper, left the conservatory, and began lighting candles in the back of the house.


I skipped the office. Hope you dont mind, Annie said as their paths merged in the kitchen, and they continued toward the front rooms. Its such a mess, I was afraid to light anything.


No kidding. I didnt even put a candle in there.


Jade loved Imbolc. Her home took on the warm glow of candlelight, of flickering shadows and golden hues. Yule was over. The days were lengthening, the nights growing shorter. Soon it would be spring, bringing more clients for long, enlightening weekends.


Having guests was a mixed blessing. She couldnt have dug Mystic Manor out of debt without them, but some days she just liked to work in the drying room until lunchtime. Or wash her hair and lounge around in sweats all evening. It was, after all, her home, her refuge. It held the essence of generations of Delarues before her, and she didnt like just anybody traipsing through it.


Feeling better? Annie asked as they finished their circuit in the foyer.


Yes, Jade said, able to smile now with real relief.


It didnt last long, only until the front door burst open and two men blew in and slammed it against the wind. Both were tall, bundled in dark parkas, and dusted with snow.


Forget positive thinking. It was too late for that. All Jade could do was stand there and gawk at the sum of what shed wrought


Pierce Brosnans clone.


No, no, no!


The most she could do as she stared at him was gasp, and that didnt nearly echo the alarm she was feeling. She shouldnt be gawking. She should be shouting vile, horrible things that would make him back out the door and run away, escape into the night, but try as she might, she could barely breathe, let along put two coherent words together.


Damn, she whispered at last. He was perfect; over six feet, with steel blue eyes, jet-black hair, the works.


Yeah, Annie echoed.


Guess I shouldve peed on the pillar.


Yeah.


Think its too late? Thatd send any sane man running for the hills.


Though from the looks of him, he might not notice. Bloodshot eyes, a couple days stubble on his face, and three white butterfly bandages closing a gash over his left cheekbonewhat a sorry-looking double. The scowl didnt help either. As he did a visual 360 of the foyer and great hall, silently noting the candles burning in every window and in several wall sconces, he lookedangry, like a guy who wouldnt mind stuffing a body into a trunk right about now.


He also looked really, really good in candlelight.





Whaddya think, wedding or funeral? Mason had snarled a few minutes earlier, as a strong wind whipped Anthony and him up the flagstone steps to Mystic Manor.


Swear to God, there was a candle burning in every friggin window. And this place had a lot of windows. All those flickering flames just reminded him of Brenda.


Try to forget youre hungover and pissed off, okay? Anthony said. They paused in front of the leaded-glass door and stomped snow off their hiking boots. Were supposed to have been out eagle watching all day.


It doesnt snow in Aruba. I could birdwatch in Aruba.


Yeah, but you wouldnt get paid for it. Now shut up and make like a guy whos never seen anything as beautiful as a bald eagle.


Anthony opened the front door. They rushed in, both of them shouldering it closed against the howling wind just as Mason said, Youre only pissed because I slept with your boyfriend, in front of a stunned audience.


Two very striking women, staring at them, wide-eyed. Both holding burning candles. One in slim, curve-hugging jeans that made her legs look as long as his, the other insomething unimportant. They had their heads together, speaking softly.


While the number on the street side mailbox matched their destination, thered been no sign to identify this as anything other than a private residence.


Ah, this is Mystic Manor, right? Mason zeroed in on the taller one in stiletto-heeled boots. If there was a God in heaven, shed be the subject. If not, if they were in the wrong house and had to stake out some other address, Anthony might have to find a new partner.


I am a trained professional, he reminded himself with anticipation. And, Ill admit, a little slow on the uptake this evening. So Ill need to spend extra time familiarizing myself with every luscious inch of


Yeah, we werent sure, Anthony threw in, the sound of his voice forcefully reminding Mason that he was supposed to be working.


With the wind no longer numbing his senses, Mason glanced around, getting the lay of the land, so to speak. He took in lots of gleaming dark wood, richly colored Oriental carpets, and holy cow, at the far end of the foyer, a central staircase rose, split at a wide landing, and turned back on itself. The house was toned down from a mansion youd see in the movies; more his idea of a luxurious hunting lodge where the weapons of choice were Jack Daniels and a royal flush.


Is that a Tiffany? Anthony asked in a reverent tone. Unlike Mason, he was staring up at the large, ornate window topping the landing. Backlit for effect at night, its palette of jewel tones was nothing short of magnificent.


Yes, he installed it himself. A little pride crept into Ms. Stilettos voice, but it didnt last long. Now, if youre looking for a place to stay, I can give you directions to several other establishments.


Other told Mason all he needed to know, which was good, because as soon as hed once-overed the decor, he was back to studying the woman with fantastic taste in heels. He couldnt possibly be sober, or she wouldnt look like that. Perfect skin. Who had perfect skin these days, with pollution and junk food? Hers was flawless, swear to God.


Long, dark hair fell beyond her shoulders, twisting like a spiral staircase, which immediately led his thoughts right up to the bedroom. Those silky curls would snare a lovers hand, holding it captive, winding around his fingers like ribbons.


Eventually he got to her eyes. They tilted slightly at the corners, speaking of mysterious, exotic ancestry. Green. Mesmerizing. Magnetic. His brain was so muddled, he couldnt figure out if he was drawn to her like a mosquito to a bug zapper because he was still drunk, or if being so saved him from frying himself to an ignominious end.


Anthony cleared his throat pointedly. Mason took a long, deep breath to clear his head, thinking mystery was goodin a relationship, not a surveillance subject. Forced to concentrate on the job at hand, he realized Jade hadnt actually answered the question, a trait shared by most people with something to hide. He was better off focusing on the candle in her hand. Thatd keep his head straight if he lived through it. The flame was nothing less than a sharp pin constantly pricking his sore brain.


Anthony took the lead, nudging the registry on the kidney-shaped desk. A guy down in town said this is a B&B. If you have any vacancies, wed sure appreciate two rooms.


At least Brenda didnt light them all at once, Mason muttered. Talk about dj vu. Only the ribbons and flowers were missing.


Excuse me?


Oh. Nothing, Mason said. A wave of his hand indicated all the burning candles. Just wondering what the occasion is.


Annies birthday.


There it was. Lie number one. And it slid off her lips so easily.


If Annie was the blonde, then the raven-haired beauty whod spoken had to be Jade Delarue, a.k.a. the Target. The name fit. Hed be hard put to say how exactly, but it did.


Didnt matter though, he thought, catching himself before he fell into her trap. There was a fifty-fifty chance Ms. Delarue had something to do with her husbands disappearance or knew something about it. Better than fifty-fifty. Three full-grown husbands, hers and those of her two best friends, didnt just go missing without leaving something to trace.


Annie was Team Twos target, which explained the dark van across the street. Mason didnt remember the third womans name. Hell, he was doing well to remember there was a third.


Im sorry, Jade said, opening a desk drawer, extracting brochures. I have a policy of booking advance reservations only


To Masons surprise, Annie grabbed Jade by the arm and pulled her aside with a cute, apologetic, One minute, okay?


Anthony seized the opportunity to round on Mason and whisper, Forget Brenda and the blasted candles for five minutes!


Look, Im tired and Im cold. I need to crawl into bed without worrying about the whole place burning to the ground around me, okay? Is that too much to ask?


Dont mess this up, Mason. You may not have little brothers and sisters depending on you
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