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      Nahla sat in the tub of warm water, focusing on the painted happy faces on both of her big toes poking out above the bubbles. They were a big lie. She wasn’t happy at all, more like deeply dissatisfied at the direction her life had suddenly and drastically taken. She reached for the bottle of fragrant body wash, wincing at the pain in her arm. She rubbed the ugly bruises already forming, grimacing.

      Tonight, Sebastian had finally done what she had feared he would do for months. He had dared to put his hands on her during an argument. It hadn’t been about money, like normal couples, even though he was prone to lavish spending. She figured, since it was mostly his money to spend, to keep silent on the subject. The bills were always paid on time so she had little to be concerned about. No, this argument stemmed from the root of their problems—his possessive and jealous nature. Her simple decision to have a coffee and catch up with an old friend had set him off in a way she had never seen.

      This has been building up for a long time, she reasoned with herself. Tonight’s argument turning physical should have been no surprise, yet Sebastian’s volatile response had still caught her off guard. She rubbed her face with the washcloth, wiping away tear stains. What could happen next? Would he actually strike her? A big part of her said to get out now before she found out the answer. But, I love him… Another part of her spoke the truth and it stung. She was also deeply invested in their relationship, having given up most aspects of her busy life to build a future with him. Her mind swirled in confusion. If only there was some way she could reassure him and finally put to bed all of his insecurities about her love and loyalty.

      Her phone pinged on the bathroom countertop, but she made no move to check it. A moment later, she heard footsteps in her bedroom, right outside the bathroom. The door slowly creaked open and Sebastian came in. “Leave me alone.” Her voice cracked with suppressed hurt and anger.

      He tousled his blond hair with a quick hand and offered her one of his usual charming smiles. So, his mood had apparently improved and now he expected all to be forgiven. “I see you’re still mad about me being a bit overprotective.”

      Her tone was tight. “No. I’m pissed because you escalated a simple argument. You grabbed my arms and slammed me back against a wall, Sebastian.”

      He waved a hand. “So, I overreacted. I promised you it’ll never happen again. There’s no room in our life together for other men. I told you that from the start. I—

      I guess the idea of you spending time, even having a coffee, with someone else pushed all my buttons and I went crazy with jealousy.”

      She heaved a deep sigh. “But, there’s no reason to be jealous.”

      He strode over to stand above her, stroking her forehead with his fingers. “Look more closely in the mirror, Nahla. I have every reason to be jealous. You’re beautiful. Other men want to own you.”

      She batted his fingers away impatiently and met his gaze squarely. ‘If you lay a hand on me again, I’m gone. No explanations, no excuses—I’ll be in the wind.” Her phone pinged again.

      “I take it we’re both settling in for the evening.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m going to see my Mom.”

      His lips flattened and his gaze went cold. He put his back to her and swiped her phone from the counter. “Not tonight. You’re staying right here. I won’t hurt you again, but I mean what I say. I always come first in this relationship. Your mother can see you some other day.”

      Nahla swiftly rose up, stepping out of the tub. She scrambled to catch his arm as he headed out. “No!” The door closed firmly in her face and she heard the grating of the lock from the outside. She tried the handle. Son of a bitch, he had locked her in again.

      In her bedroom, she heard him chuckle loudly as he headed down the hallway. She pounded on the door and shouted for long moments. Wrapping her arms around her body, she struggled to stand as the trembling began all through her. He could come back in a few minutes or as long as an hour and, all the while, she had to fight the forceful panic of being trapped. Sinking to the floor, she let the tears drip down her face.
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      “This is something a paid whore would wear,” Nahla muttered in disgust, gripping the item in question. She tossed the black leather bodysuit, crotchless with nipple cut-outs, back on the luxurious bed and snorted. Her new husband of a few months had a rude surprise coming, if he thought otherwise. Nahla had no intention of changing out of her comfy, plush navy robe. She re-read his note, her annoyance rising, before crumpling it up in a ball and throwing it on the carpeted floor.

      She looked around the elegant bedroom they shared, tastefully decorated in earth tones. She and Sebastian had worked hard over the past few months to make their classic townhome, in Pasadena, a place of relaxation and stylish comfort as they began their new lives together. Her hand rubbed across her small baby bump and she focused on the clock on the polished wood nightstand. He was coming home later and later, she noted. His schedule was always full of new clients and business meetings, but she tried to be understanding, brushing off her doubts. His salacious gift of the bodysuit to her tonight only raised her suspicions.

      Nahla rested on the end of the bed, rubbing her tired feet. She regretted not attending her friend, Jeff’s birthday bash this evening, but Sebastian insisted she stay home to spend time with him. She and Jeff both worked as administrative assistants in the same high-rise office building in Downtown Los Angeles. She had been working steadily, as well as finishing her masters degree in marriage and family counseling, long before she met her husband.

      Sebastian had come into her life almost a year ago, whirling her off her feet with promises of love and a good life if she would just give in to him. When Nahla learned she was pregnant with his child, they hastily married at his insistence of providing a perfect and stable life for her and the baby. Many warlocks, like him, were traditional and ‘did the right thing’. But, have I done the right thing by marrying him, she mused.

      They came from two different witch covens, different worlds. Nahla grew up as a young witch in a more middle- class home and neighborhood, with a focus on family values. Sebastian’s world was flashier, with money to throw around. It hadn’t mattered to her, in the beginning of their relationship, but she was now feeling the strain on their new marriage.

      Nahla was instantly alert when she heard the door open downstairs. Her anger rising, she snatched up the bodysuit, padded down the hallway, and stood at the top of the stairs. Sebastian locked the door and looked up. She noted that he had ditched his tie and his collar was askew. His short blond hair was disheveled. She narrowed her eyes and threw the bodysuit on the steps. She headed back to the bedroom, with him on her heels.

      When he followed her, she whipped around. He reeked of woman’s perfume, not her own. He held the bodysuit up and approached her. She backed up, reeling from the pain of his probable infidelity. “I’m less than pleased with your little gift. Why don’t you give it to the whore you were with tonight?” Her tone was pure acid.

      Sebastian’s lips lifted in an amused grin. “Your jealousy is touching but unfounded. I told you this would be a late night. I had a business meeting.” He raised the bodysuit. “I expected you to greet me wearing this.”

      Nahla’s glare could cut glass. “Not in this lifetime, Sebastian. You’re covered in perfume and you look like you just rolled out of someone’s bed.” She moved around him, heading to the bathroom. She would not cry in front of him, she swore to herself. “If I had known this earlier, I could’ve spent the night at Jeff’s party, talking to him.”

      In the next moment, Sebastian gripped her arms roughly. He whirled her around and shoved her down onto the bed. As she stared at him in shock, he pinned her down with one hand and gripped her face with the other. The chill in his eyes stroked her spine.

      “Since we’re married, you’re essentially my property, Nahla. You and that baby belong to me. If I say you’re no longer able to talk to your little friend, Jeff, then believe I mean it. I’m disappointed you don’t like my gift. Maybe I will give it to another woman, one who’s appreciative and willing, like you used to be.”

      Tears rolled down Nahla’s cheeks, but her expression was defiant as she met his eyes. Her voice was hoarse. “You don’t own me, and you don’t own my baby. God, I wish I never married you. Living with you is hell. It’s either your way or the highway, right?”

      He released her and shrugged. “You may as well get used to the way things are. It’s only my way. The highway isn’t an option for you, especially since you’re having my child.” He headed for the door, speaking over his shoulder. “I’m going back out. Try to be in a better mood when I get back.”

      Nahla heard him go down the staircase and out the front door before she raised up on the bed. She dashed away tears with the back of her hand, resolve setting in. The reality of her nightmare marriage only ignited her to change things. Damn it, she would not be treated like his property and she definitely did not want this horrible life for her child. It was time to do something about the situation.

      She unplugged her cell phone from the charger and tapped the screen. In a few moments, her mother’s voice was in her ear. “Mom, I need your help…”
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      “Oh, my beautiful girl.” Gilda Gregory shook her head, wearing a pained expression on her smooth brown face. “I did try to warn you away from Sebastian Caldecott because I sensed nothing good from him. His aura is black as tar.”

      Nahla grasped her mother’s hand tightly. She had hurriedly dressed in a colorful sundress and packed a large tote bag of whatever clothing and toiletries she could grab after Sebastian left. Upon loading up her white Jeep, a gift from him, she realized that as much as she loved it, she would have to leave it behind. “I see that now, Mom. I just wish…” her voice trailed off.

      “That he would change?” Gilda snorted. “There’s no spell to cure being a bastard.”

      Nahla shook her head. “No. I know he will never change so there’s no point looking to magick for a miracle.”

      Her mother went on. “Anytime a man is always gone on business trips and barely leaves time for his wife, especially a pregnant one, he’s cheating. And, he put his hands on you.”

      Nahla nodded. “That was the end for me. I knew that I couldn’t live in that toxic environment with him. He’s always been controlling so I should’ve seen this coming. No way am I bringing my child into all that.”

      Gilda’s smile was comforting. She ruffled her daughter’s lush, long brown curls, identical to her own. “I raised a ninja, not a docile princess-type.”

      She gave a small laugh, absently rubbing the sore bruise near her lips. “So, I’ve done some thinking. Your house is the first place he’ll come looking for me. I need to disappear. Literally. I have to get off his radar completely. His magick is strong enough to track me if I don’t do some sort of cloaking spell.”

      “Which we’ll do together.” Her mother’s tone was adamant. “We’re about to have some serious magick going on in here. Did you remember to bring your grandma’s spell book?”

      “It’s in my bag.” She rose from her chair at the table in the brightly decorated kitchen. “I’ll go get it.” In a moment, she was back, setting down the huge, archaic tome of spells with a thud. She caressed the old leather.

      “Before we get to spell casting, I have an ideal solution to this problem that may work.” Gilda leaned in close. “Your dad and I, before he passed on, used to be a part of a large, hidden network that offered assistance to witches in dire circumstances. It’s still operating today. It’s called Spellbound Underground.”

      Nahla frowned. “Why am I just now finding out about this…underground?”

      Gilda waved a hand. “Not meant for kids to know about. Besides, you never needed to know about it before today.”

      “What kind of help can they give me?”

      Gilda’s laughter tinkled. “You, my sweetheart, will completely disappear. The underground coven will make sure of
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