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Elana Jones stepped onto the jetway leading from the plane to the Cauldron Falls airport main terminal. Making her midmorning flight had gone smoothly until he boarded the plane. She’d put up with her colleagues fussing about a witch taking an early morning flight the day of the Solstice Sadie Hawkins full moon. Twenty-six years and more Sadie Hawkins full moons than she could easily count had come and gone. The matchmakers she’d taught, apprenticed, and recommended hadn’t given second thoughts about why their instructor was still single. Elana glanced over her shoulder as she entered the main terminal. He was several passengers behind her. He’d passed her twice during the two-hour flight from Wichita River. Even with his glasses on, James Warren hadn’t apparently recognized her. 

James had furrowed his brow as he made his way down the aisle trying to read the seat and row tabs until he put his glasses on. Elana hoped he hadn’t noticed her giving him a once-over hot glance. His ginger hair and beard were grayer than the last picture she’d seen of him five years ago. Was he still as vain about his looks? Fifteen years ago, he’d joked about coloring the gray patches peppering his beard and hair. Even then, he’d gotten her hot and bothered. Not that he noticed.  James probably hadn’t recognized her anyway. Her hair was shorter and completely gray. Cataract surgery eliminated her need for the glasses she’d worn the last time James had seen her.  

Elana merged into the flow of passengers making their way to baggage claim. Hopefully, her niece Siobhan had found a parking space and wasn’t circling the terminal. Two gates down, Elana stepped out of the flow of passengers. Her cell phone had buzzed twice. She took her tote off her shoulder, reaching inside as her cell phone buzzed again. Caller id showed Siobhan’s number. Elana moved closer to the windows, pacing back and forth trying to improve her reception. On her last turn, Siobhan answered as James walked by with his cell phone to his ear.

“Yes, Lance, I can rent a car. I know you’re sorry you can’t pick me up. You can stop apologizing. It’s not like I’m writing you out of my will.” James grinned as Lance stopped speaking. “I know how to get to your mom’s place. My phone’s got GPS and I’ll get a car with navigation. See you there when you get home from work.”

James ended the call before Lance could reply. His nephew had his moments.  Lance’s position on Cauldron Falls’ police force took the family by surprise. Lance had never shown any desire to enter law enforcement. His buddies, Ty and Keith, hadn’t either until two years ago. Mortals, magics, and shapeshifters still talked about damn near making the national news. The Great Reveal had followed. Some folks still wanted magics and supernaturals herded into holding areas. “We’re like them in so many ways. We love, laugh, cry, and even use their bloody damn technology. We just want what they want. Live our lives in peace.” James sighed as he reached the end of the moving walkway. Two small crowds stood in front of the elevators leading to baggage claim. At a trot, he headed down the stairs to the left of the elevators. If he made it to baggage claim before the elevator crowd, he could grab his bag and be at one of the car rental counters, avoiding all the noise, pheromones, and latent magic oozing off some of them. How mortals ignored their abilities was beyond him?

“Siobhan, I’ll meet you on parking level two of the short-term lot. It’s right across from baggage claim.  Did the movers contact you?” Elana glanced at her watch. The moving company had texted her three times yesterday confirming their mid-day arrival today.

“Yes, bright and early too. Five-thirty a.m.! Two blasted texts and three calls.”

Elana pressed her lips together trying to suppress her smile. If Siobhan worked last night, she probably had hoped to grab a witch nap, thirty minutes of deep sleep, then head to the airport.  “Sorry. I told them to contact you after ten a.m. I’ll see you in a few. Crowds thinned out. Should be able to get to baggage claim quicker.” Elana disconnected not catching what else Siobhan said. She’d repeat it if she felt the need once they were together in the car.

Partway down the moving walk, Elana snickered. Holiday tunes and Christmas decorations cropped up amongst the remaining fall decorations. Discounts on Halloween items sat at the front of the shops she passed along with Thanksgiving discounts. The holiday season was in full gear. Many of the passengers passing her carried large shopping bags filled with wrapped gifts. When had the year-end holidays all rolled into one ongoing event? Halloween, then Thanksgiving, and now Solstice. This year was going to turn out different. She had a home, a home where she would spend the holidays. Being home for the holidays meant not worrying about next-door neighbors or whose invitation she’d accept or working the winter interim class schedule. She’d be in charge. The aspect sounded delightful when she voiced it and delicious when she contemplated it. 

Rather than wait for the elevator, Elana started down the stairs. Everyone said moving at her age was vital and important. She outpaced most of her coven sisters on their five-mile weekly walk. Keeping active was the central part of her life. Her dog-walking business kept her busy three days a week. The five-mile weekly walk added to her step count, keeping it well over the ten thousand mortal health experts recommended. Her doctor suggested slowing down. Slow what down? Her sixtieth year on earth wasn’t a time to slow down. It was a time to live. To be who she wanted to be. To enjoy life and embrace living joyously and with great vigor.  

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, Elana slowed her pace. James stood at the car rental counter close to the baggage carousel displaying their flight number. He hadn’t reacted as he walked past her on the plane or in the terminal. Why was his being that close bothering her? It wasn’t like she was going to grab his ass and say, “Hi, remember me?” She had couth and she wasn’t considering taking up with James again. Slowing down more to ogle James’s nice ass, muscular build and . . .Elana halted close to the chairs near the baggage carousel. She needed to focus. Not on her memories of James lounging nude on her bed the morning after a night of little sleep and plenty of sexual fun. She turned around, took a deep breath, counted fast to fifty by fives, and exhaled.  Her red and golden suitcase slid down the chute onto the carousel, along with her two other bags. 

She moved forward, reaching for the handle of her first suitcase. Another passenger reached for the case at the same time.  “Excuse me,” Elana said, firmly gripping the case’s handle. “This is my case.”

“Just being helpful, Elana.” 

Elana didn’t need to look up to know who that voice belonged to. James was right beside her. “Thanks. I’ve got it.”

“You probably do. I want to help. Besides, I have a question for you.” James stepped back as she hefted the suitcase off the carousel.

“Hold your thought. I’ll be with you in a moment.” Elana moved to her right, reaching for her second suitcase. 

“Just tell me which ones are yours, please.” James was shadowing her.

Elana glanced to her left. People were watching them. She could take an assertive stance and draw more attention to them. Or accept James’s help and find out what he wanted. “The golden one that passed us. And this one.” She pointed to the red case passing in front of them. 

James grabbed the case and set it next to her. “I’ll get the other one.” He trotted around the carousel, picked up the other case, and approached from the opposite side. He’d recognized her. Her peace of mind was in pieces as it tried to figure out what he could possibly want. 

“Okay, any others?” James set the case next to her other two. 

“No. Thank you for helping me.” Elana faced James. “Do you have your bags?”

“Yes. By the car rental counter.” James moved into her line of vision. “Shall we move before the crowd gets bigger?”

Elana shrugged, pulled out the handle on the case closest to her, and tipped it back on its rear wheels. “My ride is waiting for me.”

James leaned in and whispered. “I know. Lance can’t pick me up and there’s a two-hour wait for a rental car. Lance suggested I snag a ride with you and Siobhan.”

Elana gripped her suitcase handle harder. Not back in Cauldron Falls an hour, and already people were trying to set her and James up again?

“How does Lance know Siobhan is picking me up? Someone else could be picking me up.” Elana reached for another of her suitcases. 

“Siobhan closed the bar early last night stating she had to come pick you up. It’s no secret we’re here for the holidays.” James picked up her other suitcase along with his.

Elana sighed and rolled her eyes skyward, silently asking why Lupa was tossing her and James together. Elana stumbled as a thought crashed through her mind. Last week, she’d talked about wanting to meet a man with several of James’s qualities. Lupa, she hadn’t said his name.  

You thought it.  Great, her conscience was getting in on the act. Her thoughts weren’t private? Not from me, darling. After all, I am you. Stop fussing and accept the deities heard your unspoken desire. You want a mate and here he is.

“Let me call Siobhan and see if she’s okay with giving you a ride.” Elana quickly uprighted herself, glanced at James who smiled and shrugged. She walked over to a row of chairs near the exit and took out her cell phone. Siobhan answered on the first ring.

“Siobhan, I’ve got a question. Do you mind giving a friend a ride, too?” Elana glanced at James. He stood far enough away she could talk candidly.

“I’ve got room for you and James. Who’s the friend?” Siobhan yawned. “Sorry. Not a good night’s sleep.”

“Understood, dear.  Not another friend. Just James. How did you know it was him?” Elana clenched the phone tighter in her hand. Had Lance and Siobhan set this up?

“Lance called me a couple of minutes ago. He asked if I would give James a ride to his mom’s. I said sure.” Siobhan’s next statement garbled. 

“I didn’t hear you.” Elana motioned to James. “We’ll meet you near the crosswalk to the parking deck for door seven.”

“What’s up?” James asked, moving closer.

“You’ve got a ride. We’re meeting Siobhan in the parking deck across from our exit door.” Elana stuffed her phone back in her tote and grabbed the handles of her suitcases. She and James were back together for the next forty-five minutes to an hour depending on traffic to get James safely to his sister Amelia’s place. An hour more with James max. Congenial ride home, sign off with the movers, and the peace and quiet of her own place. Simple and easy, right?
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James pulled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket. Reception at the airport had gone from intermittent to none after they exited the terminal. He hadn’t bothered rechecking the phone figuring reception wouldn’t improve until they were closer to Amelia’s. His phone showed two text messages and a voice mail. Siobhan and Elana were talking as they exited the highway.

The two texts were from Lance. He said he needed to talk with him. Amelia had tried to reach him and got his voice mail. James dialed his voice mail, putting the phone to his ear. He smiled as Elana pointed at the sign across the street from the stoplight.

“Antonio’s is still open? Last I heard, he and Martha were retiring to South Carolina.” Elana turned partway in her seat.

“They did. His grandson Arturo bought the business. Said why change a good thing. Name and food are well known. Chef Blackstone still works there.” Siobhan turned on to Witch’s Elm as the light changed. “James, what is Amelia’s address?”

James held up a finger. “Change in plans. Amelia is out of town. She forgot to give Lance the key. Not enough room in his studio apartment for me to stay there. Frack, I hope I can find a hotel room.”

Siobhan shook her head. “Rooms are all booked up. Holiday high season. Aunt Elana, how about your place? You’ve got two extra bedrooms.”

Before Elana could reply, her phone rang. She looked at the caller id. It was the driver from the moving van. “I need to take this.”

“Hi, Gordon. What’s up?” Elana blinked, scowled and blinked again as Gordon spoke.

“Got some bad news, Ms. Jones. Truck broke down outside River City near the state border. It’s going to take two days to get another truck here. Sorry for the inconvenience. I’ll keep you updated as I know more.” 

“Thanks for the heads up, Gordon. I hope you’re all okay. It’s not your fault. I’ll check with you in a couple days.” Elana ended the call after confirming Gordon and the movers were all right and staying with relatives close to where the truck broke down.

“Okay,” Siobhan began, slowing for a stoplight. “Guess that means I’ve got company. Hope you don’t mind sharing a room and a bed.”

“A bed?” James and Elana said almost simultaneously. 

“I can sleep on your couch,” Elana said.

“No, Elana. You take the bed. I’m the odd party out. I’ll make do with the couch.” James patted her shoulder.

Elana fisted part of her jacket in her hand. Brushing James’s hand off her shoulder or pulling away was inconsiderate. He wasn’t being nice just to do so. What he said was true. But. . .Blast her conscience didn’t know when to shut up.

Oh, come on, sweetie. It’s really you that is thinking this. You know you aren’t going to make him sleep on the couch. Especially if Siobhan still has that lumpy piece of crap she had the last time you visited. It’s not like you’re going to grab each other and do the horizontal bop every night like a hormone-driven, lusty couple. Or is that what you would like to do?

Elana closed her eyes, inhaled slowly, and unfisted her hand. She opened her eyes as Siobhan spoke. “Doubt you’ll fit on my loveseat, James. The king-size bed with the pillow top mattress in the guest room is much better.” 

James chuckled. “Yeah, sleeping like a donut does have its disadvantages.” He removed his hand from Elana’s shoulder. Had she tensed up while he touched her? Or was he reading more into things? He wasn’t sure it was her as he entered the plane. There hadn’t been time to put his contacts in this morning. He’d fished his glasses out of his carry-on as he entered the airport. Trotting from security to the gate hadn’t left time to find his contacts in his carry-on. 

“James,” Elana began, turning more in her seat. “I’m sure we can share a bed and behave.”

“Okay. I suggest we play it by ear. You know it's a full moon and a Sadie Hawkins one. I am unattached and so are you. Right?” James leaned back in the seat. He knew Elana hadn’t had a steady beau in quite a while. He wasn’t about to put her through more than a bit of teasing with Siobhan in earshot.

“All right you two, TMI!” Siobhan said in a loud voice. “I don’t need this information. My poor mind is reeling.”

James laughed harder. “Siobhan, you do blush such a lovely shade of red.”

He could see Siobhan watching him in the rearview mirror. She stuck her tongue out and rolled her eyes. “Maybe you want your aunt to blush too.”

Elana held up her hand. “James, who are you flirting with? Me or Siobhan?”

“Why you Elana, my dear. You, of course.” James puckered his lips and blew a kiss at Elana.

He couldn’t see much of her face as she gave him a sideways glance. If he were a betting man, he’d take even odds on Elana trying to ignore and glare at him simultaneously. She knew he knew that look. Five years of dating and another six as neighbors shoved them into the category of exes in so many ways. Ex-lovers, ex-enemies, and ex-exes. That last designation was the one that each of them vigorously denied every time anyone brought it up. 

If Elana hadn’t insisted on propriety during her tenure at Wichita River University, he would have made his continued interest known. But, Elana had worn propriety like it was some magical underwear she couldn’t ever take off. Moving to Magic Mountain had taken his mind off her for a while. Opening his business and traveling had taken him places he would have never seen otherwise. Europe magics and supernaturals loved technology when it worked. Finding a way to circumvent magic’s transmissions and getting technology to work had taken trial and error along with much research. Who knew using less magic tempered its transmissions? 

“All right,” Siobhan said, turning into her condo complex. “I’m calling a truce. I need sleep after a quick snack. Six hours of solid sleep. I don’t need suggestions for my subconscious to rake my dreams. Got it?”

“But Siobhan,” James began.

“No buts, nors, and ors. I am declaring a truce starting now.” Siobhan pulled into a parking place close to the last building in the complex. 

“James, I think we’ve been outvoted.” Elana straightened in her seat. “How about toast, scrambled eggs, and chamomile tea? I’ll make the eggs. James, I’m sure you can handle making the toast.”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll shower while you make the food.” Siobhan shut off the car. “I’ll get you towels and toiletries if you need them beforehand.”

James shoved his cell phone into his jeans pocket. Some men would consider themselves lucky. Others would roll their eyes and frown. He knew he had an opportunity to get reacquainted with Elana or let his thoughts die where his imagination wanted to go. When Elana had bent over lifting her suitcase off the baggage claim carousel, he’d gotten a nice view of her pert ass and luscious curves. Model-thin women weren’t for him. He liked women who enjoyed life, weren’t afraid to admit they were wrong, and knew what they wanted in the bedroom. Well, what they didn’t want. He wasn’t sure Elana wanted him in hers. At the moment, she didn’t have much say on that. Neither did he. 

“I’ll bring the suitcases up.” He unfastened his seatbelt and opened the back passenger door. “I’ve got my duffle and carryon bag. Elana go on with Siobhan. I’ll get yours.”

“First,” Elana said, getting out of the car. “You need to go up with Siobhan to see which place is hers. Second, I can help with the luggage. Women are not fragile.”

Siobhan rapped on the roof of the car. “That’s enough. Do you want everyone to hear you? Know you two are sharing a bed?” Siobhan stressed bed as she raised her voice.

“Siobhan,” Elana scolded, looking over her shoulder. “Please lower your voice.”

James edged closer. “You might have folks thinking we’d chose each other already. I got some looking and considering to do. All the ladies might find me the best choice tonight.”

Siobhan and Elana faced James. He swallowed hard. Glares and scowls weren’t easy to miss. His foot was going to be very soggy if he kept chewing on it at this rate.

“Excuse me, Siobhan,” James said, leaning down to pick up his carry-on and duffle in one hand and one of Elana’s suitcases in his other. “Lead the way. I’ll follow Elana. I’m right behind you.” 

Elana grabbed her tote and the smaller of her remaining suitcases. “James, let Siobhan carry the one you got. You can take the larger one. Even the load out for you.”

Elana moved closer to Siobhan and whispered. “Let 'em think it’s the heaviest. If he’d offered to help instead of assuming, I’d get the handle out for him and he could wheel it up to the door.”

Siobhan briefly shook her head as she locked the car.  Maybe after they ate and slept, things would calm down. At least her neighbors hadn’t overheard much, had they? “Please show him. I’d like to get inside without my neighbors gawking and gossiping. Reputations and rumors don’t mix well.”

Elana grinned. “Well, dear. Look at it this way: maybe someone will be smitten with James tonight. Sadie Hawkins choosing happens tonight.”

“Not if I don’t open the bar. I can’t work if I am sleepwalking. Food and sleep. You two can banter or bicker in your room with the door closed after we eat, okay?” Siobhan didn’t wait for an answer. She gripped the handle of Elana’s remaining suitcase and walked away wheeling the suitcase beside her. 

James moved up beside Elana. “When were you going to tell me they all had wheels?”

“Possibly once we got inside.” Elana stepped away, following Siobhan.

James set Elana’s suitcase down, pulled out the handle, tipped the case back on its wheels, and followed Siobhan and Elana. Lupa help him. If he were choosing, Elana was the one. Well, knowing the person he was going to spend the next three days and nights with, maybe the next thirty days too—well, at least until next month’s Sadie Hawkins full moon wasn’t such a bad idea. . . or was it? Their past attempts at matchmaking hadn’t turned into more.  Why would now be any different?

Because you still want her. Find her attractive. Come on, dude. Stop bsing yourself. Elana didn’t steal a piece of your heart. You gave it to her and are glad you did.

Sixty-two years young and his conscience was lecturing him. James picked up his pace. Elana and Siobhan stood at the entrance watching him. He smiled as he got to the door. “Making sure I hadn’t left anything in the car. Thanks for waiting for me.”

“Wouldn’t want you wandering up and down the hall looking for which door you needed to knock on.” Elana pulled the door open. 

“Name on mailboxes usually takes care of that.” James entered the lobby. 

“If the names and box numbers corresponded to the condo designations.” Siobhan followed him. “But they don’t.”

James shrugged as Elana glanced at him as she followed Siobhan into the hallway off the entrance.  This round
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