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   Appendix
 
    
 
   Concerning Fairies
 
    
 
   Fae: All magical creatures created by Mother Earth.
 
    
 
   Albeito: Magic term for transform
 
    
 
   Fairy Godmother: Title placed on a female fairy who is charged with protecting another creature. (Generally of the human species.)
 
    
 
   Fairy Godfather: Title placed on a male fairy who is charged with protecting another creature. (Generally of the human species.)
 
    
 
   Fairy Goduncle: Title is fictitious.
 
    
 
   Fairy: Magical creature created by Mother Nature to protect and guide those who have important destinies.
 
    
 
   Sprite: Magical creature created by Mother Nature to protect various plants and trees.
 
    
 
   Nymphs: Magical creature created by Mother Nature to protect living things pertaining to water.
 
    
 
   Brownies: Magical creature created by Mother Nature to protect things pertaining to soil and earth. (Particularly fond of stealing shiny objects humans leave lying around.)
 
    
 
   Faerie: The realm in which all things Fae reside.
 
    
 
   Fairy Historian: Position of great authority. The F.H. knows and documents every event which has occurred in the Fae or human realm.
 
    
 
   Secret Keeper: Title sometimes held in conjunction with Fairy Historian. The Secret Keeper is the Queens most trusted confidant.
 
    
 
   Hall of Secrets: Great hall located at the top of Crann Na Beatha where the Fairy Historian keeps records.
 
    
 
   Crann Na Beatha: Home of the Queen and most fairies in the fairy kingdom. Literally means tree of life. Also called Crann or The Crann.
 
    
 
   Mother Nature: Believed to be the oldest one. First born. Creator of all magical life.
 
    
 
   Concerning Witches:
 
    
 
   White Magic: Also called light magic. A natural form of magic which comes from the earth. Used mostly for healing and the betterment of others.
 
    
 
   Dark Magic: Also called black magic. Dark Magic is performed by using ‘bad’ energy from the witch herself. Used in conjunction with spell casting, Dark Magic is dangerous and sometimes deadly. Most users of Dark Magic go completely mad after prolonged usage. Evil.
 
    
 
   Spells: A combination of words and sometimes potions used to create a magical occurrence.
 
    
 
   Potions: Dry or liquid concoctions used to facilitate magic in spells.
 
    
 
   Cast: To create a spell.
 
    
 
   Summon: To call upon energy or elements.
 
    
 
   Babba Yagga: Slavic Witch who lives in a secluded hut in the big forest. One of three sisters who inherited magic, but turned to dark magic for enlightenment. The curse of Babba Yaga is passed down through generations in the same bloodline.
 
    
 
   Concerning Other Magical Creatures:
 
    
 
   Shifters: Human beings who can transform at will into an animal.
 
    
 
   Werewolves: Part Human, part wolf. Weres are believed to be mostly created through bites and transference of bodily fluids. A Were’s abilities can be inherited through the bloodline, but there is no guarantee a child born of a Were will become one.
 
    
 
   Hybrid: The offspring of two different species of magical creatures.
 
    
 
   Concerning Humans:
 
    
 
   Chica: girl
 
    
 
   Los Tres Cerditos: The Little Pigs
 
    
 
   Maître-de: waiter
 
    
 
   Farking: poorly formed swearword for f***ing              
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   Once upon a time, something wicked was woven. A magic formed by darkness and pain, a magic that only the victim of a broken heart could have created.
 
   This story—like any other—has a beginning, a place where the heart now broken once held love. It begins with Goldalynn.
 
   Goldalynn was a true beauty, born in the south along the banks of the bayou. Her mother brought her into the world in the midst of a hurricane, screaming to those assisting her that she could feel the magic of her child within her, and she would live to be more powerful than the winds which destroyed the world around them.
 
   The dark haired child was named after her grandmother who had flowing locks of golden hair before she became old and frail with age. The grandmother may not have passed on her golden hair, but what she did pass on could not be seen from the outside…only those born of Goldalynn’s bloodline knew of their special gift.
 
   The women of their family were powerful; they carried a magic within them that the family had promised to nurture. They swore by the blood to keep their magic safe…and secret.
 
   “Goldalynn, harm none. This is the one rule you must remember when you use your power,” her mother told her one day when she was just a young girl. She sat at the large cutting board island in the center of the sunroom where they grew their own herbs. She watched her mother select ingredients from the shelves of colorful plants and add them to the large bowl she held in one hand.
 
   “I didn’t mean to do it.” Goldalynn frowned as she thought of the poor heron out in the swamp. “I just wanted to touch it,” she tried to explain further. When she had tried to approach the heron, it spread its wings wide in attempt to escape her, a human. But, she had wanted to feel its feathers beneath her fingers so desperately. The next thing she knew, the heron was screeching in pain as it’s blue and gray feathers pulled from its body.
 
   Before the feathers reached her waiting hands, fear wrapped around her like a blanket of darkness and she turned, running back home as fast as her small feet would take her.
 
   Her mother turned to face her. “Which is precisely the reason that we shall work harder for you to control what is within you. Accidents happen, but with time these mishaps will be but a memory.”
 
   After the heron, Goldalynn practiced magic, but only within her home and in order to control it. She longed to be normal, to be without magic that could hurt and kill.
 
   “Do you like being a witch?” she’d asked her aunt one muggy summer day.
 
   Her aunt had paused in her knitting and raised an eyebrow at her niece’s question. “I don’t like the word witch, it insinuates something evil.”
 
   “Well, what are we then?”
 
   “We are people, Goldalynn, just like anyone else.” With that, her aunt let the topic fade and went back to her knitting.
 
   Now, every story has many elements and Goldalynn is merely a portion of what brings this story full circle. She lived on the banks of the bayou on a plantation with a house the size of a castle, which had been in their family since Louisiana first settled around two hundred years ago. The southern mansion—complete with balconies and wraparound porch—always housed the women of their family, as it was rare for any man to survive long enough with a woman from Goldalynn’s bloodline. No one has ever figured out why the men who loved them always ended up dead.
 
   However, these women had beauty which the opposite sex were undeniably drawn to and they always ended up falling in love, only to have their men meet an unfortunate demise.
 
   Goldalynn was no exception.
 
   As a child she would run the grounds of the plantation, crossing the small forest of cypress and oak trees, trying to get a peek at the large white house which happened to be their closest neighbors. She would watch the workmen outside tending to the animals and building fences or small buildings. Something drew her to the big, beautiful house next door, and it wasn’t long before she found out what that special thing was.
 
   The small forest of trees provided shade, but did not protect her against the sweltering heat. Goldalynn had brought her little wicker basket filled with snacks and two of her dolls into the trees with her. She fully intended on having a picnic party with her inanimate friends, since she didn’t have any real ones. But, something interfered that day that would change her life forever.
 
   “Would you like more tea?” She offered her little teapot to the doll who sat propped up with a little plastic tea cup on its lap. “No?” She set the toy pot down onto the blanket beside her basket. “I suppose you’re right, the sandwiches were quite filling.”
 
   Suddenly, a slight snapping sound echoed through the trees. Goldalynn hopped to her feet, tumbling her teacup and sandwich to the ground. Thinking it was perhaps a gator or some other swamp creature her mother had warned her about, she silently began to back away from her picnic blanket with the intention of running home as quickly as possible.
 
   Another snap echoed through the silence of the trees, and then a footstep. She knew it was a footstep because the leaves made the same crunching sound as they did beneath her shoes as she walked. She may have been only ten years old, but she knew without a doubt it was a person who made that noise “Who’s there?” she called out.
 
   No one answered. It was silent again except for the light breeze that rustled the branches of the tree tops. “I know someone is there?” When she still did not receive an answer, she bent down and picked up a large stick that had fallen from one of the trees. Her body shook with fear and beads of sweat slid down her face, but she gripped the stick with both hands and charged forward.
 
   “Arrrggghhh!” she screamed with all her might, pummeling forward over the fallen sticks and branches of the forest floor with the stick held out in front of her, ready to strike.
 
   Movement streaked across her vision then veered back, coming straight toward her. She swung the stick with all her might, and it connected. A loud grunt and a very shocked, “Owww!”erupted from her victim. Still clutching the stick, Goldalynn staggered backward.
 
   Gathering her balance, she glanced down at the stick in her hand and saw that what had once been a bare, brittle piece of wood, was now a thriving branch, complete with lush green leaves that had sprouted from the broken nubs.
 
   Forcing back a screech and the urge to throw the magic sodden branch to the ground, she held onto it so she could move forward and get a better look at what she had hit.
 
   Her victim was a golden haired boy, whose face now had blood splattered across his cheeks, mingling with the freckles that graced his pale skin.
 
   She dropped the branch and her hands went to her mouth. “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Cautiously, she stepped forward. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   His hands covered his mouth and nose so he couldn’t answer her, but his blue eyes followed her every move.
 
   “Who are you?” Goldalynn demanded.
 
   With his hands still covering his mouth and nose, his response was muffled. “My name is William. I just moved in with my aunt and uncle.” He pointed in the direction of the big white house.
 
   Goldalynn pulled a white linen handkerchief from her picnic basket and offered it to him. Keeping his eyes on her, he accepted the handkerchief and held it to his nose.
 
   “I’m sorry about your nose.” She extended her hand. “I’m Goldalynn.”
 
   He tilted his head and considered her words for a moment, then reached out and took her hand in his. “Well, I’d better get back home for lunch.” He started backing away from her. “And, thanks for the handkerchief, Goldie.”
 
   That was the first moment that changed her life forever.
 
   For many years, Goldalynn and William were best friends. The two children were inseparable and spent every single moment they could with each other. As time passed their bodies began to change and so did their emotions.
 
   Goldalynn grew into a beautiful young woman who preferred the library over cheerleading. She attended the high school in their small town, only because she had pleaded with her mother to let her go so that she could be around William. Through history, the children in their family were homeschooled in order for them to learn the magical aspects of life as well as the curriculum they would learn in public school.
 
   William was a young man who was desired by most of the teenage girls in their small town, but he had eyes only for Goldalynn. He began working at the local market that was owned by his family. Actually, they owned many of the local businesses, but William preferred the market where he could talk to the townspeople whom he so loved.
 
   Goldalynn hated his job immensely because it took his time away from her. William consoled her by telling her he had to work if they wanted any kind of future together.
 
   Speaking of their future together, the engagement was announced at a large picnic by the water with both of their families present. William’s family was ecstatic, having always known that Goldalynn would be the woman that their young William would choose to spend his life with. But, Goldalynn’s family on the other hand, were not quite so happy about the engagement.
 
   “It’s a bad idea,” Goldalynn’s mother told her one day while they walked in the gardens harvesting the vegetables and herbs. “None of the men we have loved live very long. I just don’t want you to be disappointed when it happens to you.” She dumped a bunch of lettuce into the basket Goldalynn held.
 
   “It won’t happen to us, Mother. I am sure of it.” Goldalynn tried to sound enthusiastic, but she had been witness to conversation on this topic by the women in her family since she was born.
 
   Her mother shook her head in frustration and went to work cutting the zucchini loose from their vines. “No one is an exception. Don’t you think all of us have thought the very same thing? We were all in love once, we all wanted to think that we would be the ones whose love would be strong enough to…” She trailed off, unable to finish.
 
   Goldalynn did believe that the love she and William had was stronger than any other in their family and that it would overcome the impending death which loomed over them.
 
   “Goldalynn.” Her mother stood and glared down at her as she set the zucchini into the basket. “You do realize that marrying that boy is basically giving him a death sentence. If you do it, he will die, and it will be your fault.”
 
   “I’m marrying him, Mother.” She simply could not comprehend why her mother refused to see that her situation was different than the others. Being caught up in her own love story, it had escaped Goldalynn’s mind that her mother understood how she felt more than she would ever know.
 
   “Fine, marry him. But, you can’t say we didn’t warn you.”
 
   Time passed with William working and Goldalynn making wedding preparations. It wasn’t to be a large wedding, but a simple ceremony for both their families and close friends. After what seemed like forever to Goldalynn, the day of the wedding finally arrived.
 
   Outside the family home, rented white chairs had been set up with gold ribbons draped between them, separating them into two sections on the large expanse of lawn. The chairs faced a beautiful arbor with white roses and more gold ribbon had been woven between the carved swirls of wood. Beyond the arbor, the bayou waters lined with cypress and draping Spanish moss created a serene backdrop, an ambience Goldalynn loved.
 
   Her dress was white, a symbol of her virginity and a stark contrast against her black hair. She spun in front of the full-length mirror, letting the full white skirt fan out around her. Catching her footing, she ran her fingertips across the corset part of the dress, admiring the perfection of the gold trim around the white satin. The dress dated all the way back to the 17th century. It had been her mothers and her grandmothers, and her great grandmothers and many more before them. Her aunt had done some alterations, removing the long sleeves and replacing them with cap sleeves. The tiny rhinestones glittering across her bust had been an addition as well.
 
   Her mother had spent hour’s intricately braiding miniature white roses into her hair, of which the top half was up and the bottom half she wore loose and flowing down to her waist. Behind her, her mother smiled, tears glinting at the corners of her eyes. “You look just like a fairy tale princess.” She wiped away a tear and fiddled with a few strands of Goldalynn’s hair that had gone astray.
 
   Goldalynn turned to apply a quick kiss to her mother’s cheek. “Mother. Please, don’t cry for me,” she whispered.
 
   Goldalynn’s mother tilted her head and admired her daughter again, knowing full well she could not tell her daughter that those were not only tears of joy, but also tears of sadness for the impending despair her daughter would soon face. However, if she chose to marry the boy, then she deserved the most happiness she could have until the terrible day arrived when she would lose him.
 
   “It’s time,” she told her daughter as the music began, signaling the bride’s entrance. She clasped hands with Goldalynn and they marched forward so she could deliver her daughter into the arms of her soon-to-be husband.
 
   When the time came to exchange rings, William produced a simple band of gold and held it up so that the sunlight glinted off of it. With happiness shining just as brightly in his eyes, he leaned forward and whispered. “This ring was my great grandmother’s and grandmother’s. My grandmother gave this to me before she passed away and told me to give it to you when we married. Supposedly, it is made from melded fairy dust.” He grinned and slipped it onto her ring finger.
 
   She held her hand out, examining the ring, and giggled. “William, you know fairies don’t exist.”
 
   “If it was possible for a woman as beautiful and amazing as you to agree to marry someone like me, then anything is possible, my love.”
 
   As the ring nestled against the skin of her finger, her body warmed into a slow, smoldering burn. It was magic. She may not believe in fairies, but she did, however, believe in magic and the ring on her finger definitely held some within it.
 
   After they were pronounced man and wife, William and Goldalynn lived a blissfully happy two months together. So blissful, in fact, that she was able to ward off any paranoia of losing William. It crossed her mind many times, but she always shoved the thoughts away.
 
   She should have known better…
 
   She should have listened to her mother…
 
   One sweltering hot summer day, William went to work at the market in town and Goldalynn thought it would be a thoughtful treat to meet him for a picnic lunch at the park across the street. So, with the utmost care, she packed a picnic basket full of her delicious homemade fried chicken and potato salad. As an afterthought, she added a bottle of wine they had received on their wedding day and then topped off the basket by resting two wine glasses in a cloth napkin over the rest of the contents.
 
   Her little car sputtered and lurched a bit as she pulled it up to the curb across the street from the market. Before she got out, she spent a moment watching the patrons going in and out. Through the large panes of glass with the market name painted on them, she could see her William running the cash register and laughing with a customer. His blond hair highlighted by the sun shining through the window and his freckles from childhood still prominently spread across his cheeks.
 
   Unable to hold back a smile, Goldalynn pulled open the door handle and stepped out of the car. After smoothing down the skirt of her yellow sundress, she gathered her purse and basket and then slammed the car door shut. Cars zipped past her while she waited patiently to cross the street. During the brief seconds in between the cars, she watched William though the window. He hadn’t seen her yet and appeared to be directing a customer somewhere in the store, from the looks of his extended arm and forefinger.
 
   Then she heard the shots. Three distinct shots. Bang. Bang. Bang.
 
   Her basket fell to the ground, its contents spreading across the hot pavement. There was a muffled crash of the shattering wine bottle as it fell from the open top of the basket and hit the pavement. Red wine spread like blood, staining the cement. The air seemed to waver and tighten around her, causing her world to spin. Distant screams filtered into the whirling nightmare her reality had become. The previously calm sidewalk outside the market had quickly become chaotic, with people rushing to and fro in complete confusion.
 
   Wham! It hit her all at once. Their love hadn’t been strong enough to survive the curse after all.
 
   Coming back to reality Goldalynn bolted out in front of the oncoming traffic, ignoring the horns and screeching tires coming from the cars as the drivers tried to avoid hitting her. Once she was safely on the sidewalk in front of the market she heard the sirens begin their ominous, wailing song of death.
 
   She knew what had happened. Deep inside she knew it, but she still had to see for herself.
 
   “Miss Goldalynn!” Rudy, one of Williams’s employees at the market, came running out, “Don’t go in there ... not yet.”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Clearing her throat, she tried again. “I need … my husband,” she managed to croak out, pointing inside the market.
 
   Rudy shook his head. “You don’t want to go in there, Miss Goldalynn.”
 
   “Move, Rudy!” she screamed, blinded by her tears.
 
   Before Rudy could move, they were both shoved aside by two policemen as they rushed into the market.
 
   Ignoring anything more Rudy had to say, she hurried in behind the officers. When she entered the market, she forced herself to stop and take a few breaths and thought to herself, Maybe it wasn’t him.
 
   Her gaze shifted toward counter where William had stood. There, she saw several people surrounding someone on the floor. She couldn’t physically see who it was, but she knew anyway.
 
   Her heart felt as if it were going to explode in her chest. Each and every step toward the counter, and what was behind it, felt like wading through a muddy swamp. Frantic, her eyes darted back and forth touching on each of the bystanders. Her body flooded with momentary relief when she recognized Shirley, one of William’s employees, standing near. Shirley caught her eye and read the questions in Goldalynn’s dark irises. Silently, Goldalynn begged Shirley to tell her it wasn’t William, and if it was him, that he was all right.
 
   Shirley, with tears glistening on her cheeks, shook her head in response to Goldalynn’s unspoken question. She hurried over to Goldalynn and held her tightly in a hug, then turned with her arm still around Goldalynn’s shoulders and led her toward the horrific scene her family had been warning her about ever since she could remember.
 
   More sirens drew closer as she laid her eyes upon the only man she had ever loved.
 
   Her William lay on the cold tile floor with blood blooming like blackened flowers from the bullet wounds in his chest. The dark stains spread across the floor, pooling around his body.
 
   Her knees buckled beneath her and she crumpled over his body. Droplets of crimson splattered against the pale yellow sundress, leaving behind morbidly cheery spots of bright red. Her own shouts of denial mingled with the sirens outside as a loud “Noooooo!” erupted from within her.
 
   Not a minute later, even more policemen and paramedics swarmed the place, asking people to leave and adding to the chaos that already took place in the tiny market. When one of the policemen asked her to move aside, she clutched William’s body harder, refusing to let go of her love. Her shoulders heaved as her panting sobs shook her frail body. Unable to speak, she continued to cling to William.
 
   “Please ma’am, we need to work here,” the officer gently urged.
 
   “Get away!” she screamed. “Just go!”
 
   “Ma’am, this is a crime scene and we need to examine the area.”
 
   “I won’t leave him, I won’t!”
 
   It took several policemen to remove Goldalynn from William’s body. They loaded her into an ambulance and took her to the nearest hospital. Once sedated, she was held until her mother arrived.
 
   And so we arrive at the secondary life changing event for our Goldalynn.
 
   She would never see him again. She would never hear his laugh again. She would never trace her fingers over his freckles and give him a playful kiss again. He would never call her Goldie again; no one would call her Goldie again.
 
   He was gone.
 
   Her mother allowed her to lie in the bed in her old room for days. She understood the pain and hurt her daughter was going through. Her light was gone, she knew William was what had driven Goldalynn in life, and she deserved to be able to mourn him however she chose.
 
   Goldalynn, on the other hand, her tears had cried out. Where there were once tears shed for love, there was now an emptiness for which she could not weep. And, as the days and nights passed by, that emptiness was replaced by a dark hatred of life. Why would the fates be so cruel, she thought. How could they take him from her?
 
   If only there were a way to bring him back.
 
   Suddenly, she sat straight up in bed. Maybe there was a way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Goldalynn entered the shop quietly and pulled her hood away from her head, letting her dark hair fall loosely around her. She had worn the cloak in hopes that no one would recognize her when she entered the shop.
 
   “Hello,” she called out, not seeing any one around. “Is anybody here?”
 
   The shop did not have windows to let in any light and was dimly lit by candles scattered throughout the place. Above the glass counter hung several necklaces with what appeared to be charms made of bone. Clear glass bottles with cork tops filled the wooden shelves covering the west wall. Although the contents of each were visually different, the hand printed labels on the front helped to identify what was within. In the center of the shop, a large rack held various books about magic, voodoo, and other similar topics.
 
   Nearing the counter, Goldalynn called out again, hoping someone would hear her. “Is anyone here?” She fingered one of the stone charms on a tiny spinning rack, wondering what it was used for.
 
   “Probably best not be touchin, less you be buyin it.”
 
   Goldalynn snatched her hand away from the necklace, letting it clink against the other charms. “I’m sorry. I was just waiting for … someone.” She turned to see a woman pull aside a beaded curtain and enter the shop. She slid her eyes over the woman, who had skin the color of milk chocolate and eyes so black that in the dim light you couldn’t differentiate between the irises and the pupil.
 
   “This kind of magic, it is specific to the person, those be no good if they not be your own.” The woman was suddenly by her side, her burnt orange tank dress sweeping the floor over her bare feet. “I am Sabine. What is it you be needin today, child?”
 
   Goldalynn extended her hand. “I am Goldalynn. I have come here in search of something to find my love.”
 
   Sabine accepted her hand, then quickly grasped it with her other hand as well. “Child! I feel the magic inside you. You’ve not come to find your love, you be looking for that what’s dark.”
 
   Not knowing quite how to respond, Goldalynn nodded. “My William was murdered. I want him back.”
 
   Releasing her hand, the woman shook her head, “No, it cannot be done. It be too dark.”
 
   “Please,” Goldalynn begged her. “I know there is a way. If you don’t help me I will have to find someone else.”
 
   Moving behind the counter, Sabine continued to shake her head. “You be grieving, that is all. Takes time to move on.”
 
   Having known that this might happen, Goldalynn was prepared. “Fine, I’m sure that someone around here will take my payment in return for the spell.” She began to turn away, lifting her hood.
 
   She had guessed right and watched as Sabine’s eyebrows lifted. “What payment? How much?”
 
   Goldalynn took a check out her purse and placed it before the woman so that she could see the numbers written in the payment line and the blank space where the payee name should be written. “I’m positive that would be more than enough,” she told her.
 
   “Girl, where you getting this much money? I accept cash,” Sabine declared, pushing the check back toward her, not believing that Goldalynn could in fact obtain that much money.
 
   “My family has money,” Goldalynn explained. “We all have access to it, but we are encouraged to live our own lives and earn our own money. Which is why the family has so much of it.” She tilted her head while giving the simple explanation. “Not that I need to explain it to you. Either you want the money or you don’t.”
 
   Goldalynn was careful to hide how much hope she had. This woman knew of a way to bring William back and she didn’t want to ruin any chances of obtaining the spell.
 
   Sabine appeared to contemplate. Glancing around her shop and then down at the floor before meeting Goldalynn’s eyes again. “All right. I shall give you the spell in exchange for that,” she pointed at the check on the counter, “and one other thing.”
 
   “What more do you want?” Goldalynn felt her pulse quicken in anticipation of Sabine’s answer.
 
   “I do not make dark magic, but often, I need certain ingredients which not be easy to come by.”
 
   “For example?”
 
   Sabine lifted a thin eyebrow, “Witches blood.”
 
   “I am not a witch. Witches are evil.”
 
   “Nonsense child, you carry magic within you! You are a witch and that doesn’t mean you are evil, good witches exist, too.”
 
   Goldalynn swallowed back the lump forming in her throat. “So, you want my blood?”
 
   Sabine nodded and set five tiny vials on the table in front of Goldalynn. “This is the amount I will be needing.”
 
   She had no other choice, it was only blood, after all, and if her blood would seal the deal, then so be it. She nodded. “All right, I’ll do it.”
 
   Sabine stretched out her hand to shake on it. “We have an accord.”
 
   As she reached out to accept Sabine’s hand, her heart felt as if a weight had been lifted. “Thank you,” she told the woman, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   Sabine rubbed her hands together and gestured for her to follow. “Come, first things first. We will gather your blood into the vials.”
 
   Goldalynn followed her through the beaded curtain to the room in the back. While she waited for Sabine to gather the items she needed, she looked over her surroundings. A small kitchen occupied one corner of the room. Jars of herbs and other items Goldalynn could not identify sat lined up in rows and stacked on small shelves among the aged counter tops. A small single bed sat neatly made on the far side of the living space and unlike the cluttered shop, this side of the curtain was immaculate and organized.
 
   “Sit.” Sabine pointed to the little table and chairs.
 
   Pulling her crimson cloak off and setting it aside, Goldalynn approached the chair and tried again not to display any sort of nervousness. She was afraid that one wrong move would change the woman’s mind and Sabine would refuse to give her the spell.
 
   “A deal is a deal,” Sabine responded to her unspoken thoughts. “I will give you what you ask.” She placed a silver tray onto the table beside Goldalynn and reached for her arm.
 
   A piece of cord, a bottle of alcohol, some cotton balls, the little vials and a syringe all sat on the tray waiting to be used. When Goldalynn saw the items on the tray she wanted to yank her arm back and run from the shop. She was thankful, however, that the syringe was packaged in a sealed plastic container.
 
   Sabine stretched out Goldalynn’s arm and tied the cord tightly above her elbow. Goldalynn closed her eyes as Sabine tapped on the crook of her arm. She soon felt the cold swipe of the alcohol saturated cotton ball followed by the crinkling of a wrapper and then a sudden prick as the needle slid into her vein.
 
   What seemed like hours, but was only moments later, Sabine released the cord. “It is done.”
 
   Goldalynn blinked at the brightness of the room after having her eyes closed for so long.
 
   Sabine had already removed the tray and stashed the vials somewhere. She approached Goldalynn with a glass of amber liquid and some pastry. “Drink, eat and rest while I mix the ingredients for your spell.”
 
   Goldalynn shook her head. “I’m not hungry. Thank you, though.”
 
   “Nonsense. You eat and drink. We took a lot of blood and you be needin nourishment. ‘Sides, you must wait while I prepare your order.”
 
   Goldalynn lifted the glass with hesitation and peered down into it. It appeared to be apple juice. The tangy, sweet fluid flowed over her tongue with juicy goodness. Before she knew it, the entire glass had emptied. Then, she tore a tiny piece off the pastry and popped it into her mouth. To her surprise it was absolutely delicious. The sweet pastry spiked the hunger she thought she did not have and she polished it of in less than a minute.
 
   Sabine had busied herself with opening some jars and extracting a measured amount of contents into a small stone bowl that Goldalynn was familiar with, called a mortar. Little by little more ingredients were added to the concoction being created. She paused every few minutes to use the pestle to grind the mixture down into what looked like powder.
 
   Neither of them spoke during this time. After an excruciatingly long wait, Sabine finally poured the mixture into a fresh jar, stuffed a cork in the top, and held it out to Goldalynn. “Here.”
 
   Goldalynn rose from the table, reaching out for the tiny jar. “How do I use it?”
 
   “This be only part of the spell.”
 
   “What do you mean, only part?” Anger began to bubble beneath Goldalynn’s calm exterior. “You better not have conned me, woman.”
 
   Sabine shook her head and then pointed at the bluish purple contents in the jar. “This be the only part I can give. First thing you must do is find the spot where your love is buried and pour the contents onto the earth beneath which he lie.”
 
   Goldalynn nodded, mentally noting what she needed to do.
 
   “Before you recite these words,” Sabine extended a folded piece of paper toward Goldalynn, “you must obtain one more thing that I cannot give.”
 
   “What? What do I need?” Goldalynn could barely contain her excitement, but that was not to last long.
 
   Sabine’s dark eyes met with Goldalynn’s. “The spell requires the fresh pelts of three different colored bears to be lain across the grave after the potion is distributed.” She paused, “And then you can recite the dark spell. But, all this must be done under the light of a blue moon.”
 
   “What?” Goldalynn backed away from the woman, “Fresh pelts from three different colored bears? How in the world am I going to do that?”
 
   Sabine shook her head. “That I do not know. I give you the spell, that is all that I agreed to do.”
 
   Goldalynn felt her heartbeat quicken. “You gave me the spell, but it is impossible to cast without the pelts.”
 
   Sabine nodded and lowered her eyes, away from Goldalynn’s piercing gaze. “That be a problem I cannot fix.” She glided over to the beaded curtain and held it aside. “I did my part of the exchange.”
 
   Clearly, having been dismissed, Goldalynn slipped the jar into her purse and lifted her hood to cover her dark hair. She knew as well as anyone that you didn’t mess with someone who had access to dark magic.
 
   “I will find the pelts,” she whispered to Sabine on her way through the curtain.
 
   Sabine nodded. “Just remember, young witch, when you use dark magic … it changes you, you will grow a darkness inside that cannot easily be extinguished. Your powers will grow, and eat away at you like a disease. You will become very powerful, but it is you who’ll be hurt in the end.”
 
   Goldalynn left the shop knowing that Sabine did not believe that she would ever be able to obtain the pelts of three bears and cast the dark spell.
 
   ***
 
   In the weeks that followed, Goldalynn researched and plotted. She tried finding bears at the zoo, but with its guards and security systems, stealing them would have been impossible. She finally came to the realization she would have to find bears in the wild.
 
   The mere thought of having to trap a wild bear frightened her something fierce. She would never be able to obtain the pelts on her own, she knew this, so she hired on some help. All it took was several phone calls to local huntsmen, and she had herself three big, strong hunters who would each obtain a bear of a different color.
 
   While she waited for her precious bears to come to her, she scoured the family grimoire for a spell that would separate the bears from their skin and fur. The library of their home was large and contained books as old as her family lineage. However, finding a dark spell within a white magic family library wasn’t easy.
 
   Eventually, the day came when she found it. She quickly copied the spell onto her own paper and held it against her chest. “William,” she whispered, closing her eyes and remembering the image of his freckled face, “we will be together again. I promise. I only have to wait for the three bears to come to me and we can begin again.”
 
   ***
 
   As mentioned before, Goldalynn is merely a portion of this story. The next part of the story belongs to the prisoners of Goldalynn.
 
   The night of the long-awaited blue moon finally arrived, its luminescence shone down on the dark cemetery and bathed William’s headstone with an eerie glow. Goldalynn, with her crimson cloak wrapped securely around her, stood beside William’s grave, anxious to get started.
 
   The three bears lay unconscious around the gravesite. They had been housed in individual, cages for safety. The cages had hitches so they could be linked together, like something you would expect to see at a circus, big wheels and all.
 
   The hunters delivered the bears, and never once questioned why she needed them. They only cared about their money, so she ordered them to tranquilize the bears and then dismissed them with the final installment of their pay.
 
   Within the confines of the cage, a dark bear with coarse brown fur opened her eyes and saw the thick bars surrounding her. She attempted to jump to her feet, roaring in confusion because she did not know why her body felt so weak and rubbery. Frightened by the realization that she was in a cage and could not run, she pulled back her lips to expose her sharp, dangerous teeth and growled. A large paw, with razor claws, swiped at the black steel that enclosed her.
 
   A human woman stood on the other side of the bars staring at her. It made her even angrier that this human would simply stare at her instead of helping. This was precisely the reason she did not like humans.
 
   From beside her, she heard a rumbling growl and swung her head to look and see who was making the sound. To her left, was another bear in her own wheeled cage. Her fur was white as fresh snow and her eyes were a stunning ice blue, which was rare for any of their species.
 
   The white bear growled and swiped at the bars, just as she had done. When she spotted the human woman standing before the cages, she roared even louder and slammed her whole body up against the bars in anger.
 
   The dark bear roared at the white bear, making her presence known. The ice blue eyes met her brown ones and a silent message was sent. We are in trouble.
 
   Suddenly, both bears were drawn away from each others’ gaze when they heard yet another small growl, more of a moaning. The brown bear spun around in the small tight confines of the cage and saw yet another bear trapped within iron bars. The light of the blue moon reflected off of her reddish brown coat and shimmered as she rolled over in the cage, trying to find her footing.
 
   Unlike the previous two bears, she did not fight against her confines, her eyes widened and she drew back against the rear of the cage, whimpering in fear. The white bear let out a loud growl, signaling to her that they were also in cages, that she was not alone.
 
   “It is time,” the human said to them as she extracted a small sheet of paper from within her cloak. She unfolded the paper and held one hand high in the air, her palm facing in the direction of the bears.
 
   As foreign words emerged from her lips a small purple glow began to form at her palm. The bears silenced and stared, enthralled by the magic but not entirely sure what was happening. The glow grew, expanding out from the human’s palm and forming three separate lines of magic that sizzled and glittered with energy.
 
   The human’s voice became louder as she spoke the words and the magic continued creeping its way toward the bears. The lines separated and spread, each one making its way to a cage.
 
   The white bear suddenly broke the silence, realizing something bad was happening. She roared and growled, tossing her head and then charging the bars once again as the glittering purple line found the bars of the cage and wound its way around the thick iron like a snake on a branch.
 
   The dark bear and the reddish brown bear understood their friend’s warning. They both began thrashing about in their cages, roaring for help as loudly as their lungs would let them while the magic continued to encase them.
 
   Suddenly, the bars began to break away. Chunks of black iron began to crumble beneath the glimmering purple magic and rained down upon the bears. They backed away and cowered as the spell continued beyond the bars, but their calls for help did not silence.
 
   Their voices echoed over the graveyard and into the clear, night sky. The sound of the three bears was a medley of helplessness and fear, but also of fight.
 
   Even though the bars were crumbling, they were trapped. The magic kept growing, enclosing them just as the bars had done. The dark bear looked down and saw the shimmering purple thread developing new strands which reached out for her from every angle.
 
   There was no escaping it. The magic stretched out its powerful fingers and finally found her paw.
 
   A loud roar erupted from deep within the dark bear. She frantically struggled against the spell as it wound around one paw, and then another, and then another, coming at her from all sides. It crept up her legs, completely encircling her in dark magic.
 
   She heard growls from either side, and looked back and forth, only to see they were experiencing the same thing. The white bear fought against it, waving her paws and trying to leap from her broken cage. The magic wouldn’t let her. The reddish brown bear appeared to be entranced by the beauty of the spell. She stood still, her legs and body wound tight with the deceiving beauty of the dark magic.
 
   The dark bear called to her with a growl, telling her to snap out of it and fight!
 
   With a start, the reddish brown bear raised her nose into the night and roared.
 
   What happened next occurred within mere seconds.
 
   Kablam!
 
   On the opposite side of the bear’s cages, between them and the human casting the spell, the air wavered and shimmered with a silver mist and someone appeared from where there was once only air, dropping abruptly to the ground with a thud.
 
   To the bears he appeared part human, part bird, and part animal. He had four extremities, like a human, but his top half was fur and a glimmering set of almost transparent wings protruded from his back.
 
   The bears roared and growled, Help us, they were telling him.
 
   He rolled over and picked himself up off the ground, brushing dirt away from the pink frilly tutu he wore over his jeans. He was a rather plump man who, to a human, appeared to be of Hispanic descent.
 
   “What the…” he muttered groggily. He flapped his wings curtly in an attempt to rid them of the pesky dirt particles. Then, he looked up and saw dark magic flowing through the air, headed straight toward him. His eyes followed the shimmering line over the bears and then landed on the human it stemmed from. Even in his delirium, he knew the spell was of the dark and acting on simple instinct, he threw his hands up and set free his own magic.
 
   The dark bear felt something inside of her pull and pain began to rip through her from deep inside. She and the others desperately watched as the creature’s hands rose and released a silver, misty magic which differed only in color from the dark spell. It wasn’t in strands like the human’s was either; it exploded in a burst from this strange creature and collided with the human’s dark spell.
 
   The purple and silver rained down on them, crackling like the smoldering embers of a fire and glowing just as brightly. The light of the blue moon had nothing on the glorious illumination the battling spells created.
 
   The dark bear felt the purple enchantment release her. A rubber band like feeling happened as she was snapped back into her body. But then, she began to feel strange, her muscles felt as if they were failing her. She looked to the white bear and saw her fall to the floor of what was left of her cage, and a glance the other way told her the same was happening to the reddish brown bear.
 
   “I will not lose you after this long!” the human screamed as the spell began to dissipate.
 
   The dark bear heard the shouts of the human and then heard the creature shout back, “Leave them be.” And then she sensed him beside her.
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud,” he muttered.
 
   Suddenly her bones felt like they were breaking. Cracking and stretching … shifting. She growled, wanting it to be fierce, but it came out as a whimper and then her world faded to black as she lost consciousness.
 
   She awoke to the human and the creature arguing.
 
   “Leave them be!” the creature hollered.
 
   “I can change them back, there has to be a way.”
 
   “Take your crazy ass and your darkness and go.”
 
   “I don’t know who—or what—you are, but you have no right to interfere with my dealings here. I must have these bears … they must be bears!”
 
   “Believe me, lady, I don’t want anything to do with this bullshit, I’m supposed to be retired!”
 
   “Retired from what? Oh, never mind. I don’t care what it is. You have to leave here or I will use the spell on you. I am Goldalynn, my family comes from power, do not cross me.”
 
   The creature expelled a long sigh and the dark bear’s eyes fluttered open just in time to see the creature reach into a pouch at his side, extract a bunch of glittering gold dust, and fling it onto the human.
 
   “Ack! What have you done! I can’t see!” the human cried out, staggering around in a circle until she tripped on her red cloak and fell over the top of one of the graves. “You have blinded me!”
 
   The dark bear shuddered and wondered how her friends were doing. She felt different, something was terribly, terribly wrong. When she moved her paw to lick the blood from one of the wounds the broken steel had given her, she saw something that was perhaps worse than if she had died.
 
   Her large paw was now a delicate human hand.
 
   She growled in fear and a feminine scream erupted from deep within her. Surprised at the difference in her voice, she snapped her mouth shut quickly. Looking down, she saw naked human feet.
 
   What has happened? she thought just as a paralyzing screech pierced her eardrums. On instinct her hands went to her ears and she discovered a soft mane of dark brown hair. The screeching came from the reddish brown bear who had been transformed into a female human, like herself.
 
   The woman who was once a reddish brown bear was now a beautiful human with pale skin and her hair was the same striking color that her coat had been. She sat on her knees with her hands on the floor of the cage in front of her.
 
   On the other side of her, the white bear stood on two human legs. Her bright, ice blue eyes murderously glared at the creature who stood before them. Unlike herself and the reddish brown bear, she did not have a long main of hair to replace her coat. Her white-blonde hair was short and close to her head, but spiked up a little, similar to the way their fur rose up when they sensed danger.
 
   “What is this you have done?” The woman spoke, but then her eyes widened in surprise at the words that came forth.
 
   The creature eyed all of them with his dark brown eyes. “Ladies, it’s time to go. We don’t have much time.”
 
   “Nooooo!” the human screamed from her place in the dirt.
 
   The creature shook his head. “Oh, shut up,” he called down to her and then clapped his hands together. “Let’s move. Her vision loss is only temporary.” When none of them moved, he snapped his fingers at the woman who was once the reddish brown bear. “Girl, you get your fine ass down here right this second!”
 
   “Who are you?” the blonde woman questioned.
 
   He sighed. “We really don’t have time for this. Long story short, I’m a fairy. More directly, I’m your Fairy Godfather, but that sounds old so I prefer uncle. You can call me Butchy, Uncle Butchy.”
 
   “Why are you here now?” she asked again.
 
   “Girl, you haven’t figured that out yet? You called me.” He eyed each of them. “You all called me.”
 
   “I will kill you! Heaven help me, if it is the last thing I do, I will kill you!” the human cried out as she tried to stand.
 
   Uncle Butchy shook his head in frustration. “Hold on a minute.” He turned to face the human witch and reached into the little pouch at his side again. He flung the golden fairy dust at her once more and this time she landed on the ground with a thump. “All right, we only have about a minute before she wakes up, so anyway…” he continued, “You called me when you called for help. Apparently, the higher ups,” he rolled his eyes to the sky, “decided to assign you to me. So, until you no longer need me, you are my charges and I have to take care of you, so can we go now?”
 
   The dark-haired woman tried her voice. “H … h … how, how are we able to speak your language?”
 
   Uncle Butchy rolled his eyes. “I don’t have a freaking clue. I guess it must just transfer over to human … or something. Now get down from there.” He pointed to the ground beside him.
 
   Slowly, they climbed down from what was left of their cages to meet him … except the blonde. She leapt and landed on her feet while the other two had to test the proverbial waters of their steps.
 
   Their minute was up, Goldalynn moaned as she oriented herself. Standing, she moved a few steps and tripped over a small tombstone. Righting herself quickly, she resumed her pace, but lost her footing again.
 
   The blonde immediately marched over to where Goldalynn had fallen. “You’re dead!” the blonde bit out as she dove onto Goldalynn.
 
   Goldalynn screamed and felt for the blonde’s chest. She pushed as hard as she could and muttered a few words. The blonde let out shriek as a sizzling noise ripped through the night and she was sent flying across the graveyard.
 
   Uncle Butchy rolled his eyes and sighed. “Of all the cases, they pick this one. Get over here,” he called to the blonde, who lay sprawled across a fresh mound of dirt. She jumped to her feet and stalked over to Uncle Butchy and the girls. “She is evil. We can take care of this now.”
 
   Uncle Butchy shook his head and tossed more fairy dust to knock her out again. Goldalynn promptly slumped to the ground without getting another word in. “No, we can’t. She might be part of why you aren’t in your animal forms anymore and we may need her to help change you back later, but first we must figure out exactly how it happened and how to change you back.”
 
   The blonde growled in response.
 
   Secretly, the two others wished that the blonde had been able to continue her assault on the human.
 
   Uncle Butchy scratched his head. “All right, quickly, before she regains consciousness, do you ladies have names?”
 
   Each of the former bears gave him looks of confusion. “What is a … name?” the redhead asked.
 
   “What did they call you, did your bear buddies have a word for you?”
 
   This time the women looked at each other in confusion.
 
   Shaking his head again, Uncle Butchy pointed at the blonde. “I’m taking care of this right now then ... you ... you are, Leilanni.”
 
   He pointed at the redhead, “You are, Katya, and you,” his finger moved to the one with dark hair, “You are, Nita. Got it. If I call that name, I am speaking to you.”
 
   The girls nodded.
 
   He eyed each of the girl’s naked bodies. “Damn, we need to get some clothes on you ladies first. As much as some might like it, we can’t have you running around with your boobies hanging out.” He chuckled and then pulled some more glitter from his pouch. With a wave of his hand he tossed it over them and the girls were suddenly clothed.
 
   Nita looked down and saw that the bare skin of her legs was covered with blue denim and a pair of flat leather boots. Her top half was clothed in a cream colored blouse that fit loose and tilted off of one shoulder.
 
   Leilanni wore tight white pants with black boots and a tight, white tank top with a leather coat of the same color hanging to her thighs. Looking down, Leilanni smoothed her hands over her legs. “What is this? It feels strange.”
 
   “They are clothes, you cannot go running around with no fur covering your hoo-ha, this is like your fur.”
 
   “Mine has fur! I saw it!” Katya was admiring her pink skirt with black spots and the purple button up blouse that appeared over her skin. She pointed one of her toes. “Ohhhh!” she exclaimed at the sight of her new pink high heeled shoes.
 
   Leilanni scowled down at her boots. “I do not like this.” She reached down and hopped on one foot to remove one boot and then repeated the process on the other side. When both feet were once again free and bare, she tossed the shoes as hard as she could into the nearby trees.
 
   “Okay ...” Uncle Butchy drug out the word.
 
   “One more question,” Nita told him softly. “Are you part animal as well? Why do you have fur?”
 
   Uncle Butchy drew his eyebrows together in confusion and looked down. “Oh, you mean this?” He pointed to his chest. “This is a fur coat, see.” He drew open the coat, exposing his dark skin underneath.
 
   All three bears cringed, drawing back in horror, and then Leilanni stalked forward and smacked him on the cheek. His head jerked violently to the side.
 
   “How dare you!” she exclaimed.
 
   “Owww!” Wide eyed, Uncle Butchy reached up and covered the part of his cheek she had struck.
 
   “You wear the fur of our woodland friends on your body. You murderer!” Leilanni accused.
 
   Nita tried to ignore Katya, who crept forward, placing her nose close to the coat. “It doesn’t smell right,” she mumbled.
 
   “Girl, you’re crazy, this is fake!”
 
   “What is … fake?” Leilanni demanded.
 
   “Like, not from real animals.”
 
   A sizzling snap echoed through the air and Uncle Butchy seized, his body went rigid and then convulsed. “Run!” he choked out as he fell to his knees. “Go!” he added when they didn’t move right away.
 
   They had been so distracted they had not realized that Goldalynn had regained consciousness while they spoke. She stood beside William’s gravestone with her hands held high. A flick of her wrist and electricity shot through the air like a lightning bolt, slamming into the fur coat on Uncle Butchy’s back.
 
   The girls screamed in horror. None of them wanted to leave Uncle Butchy there for Goldalynn. Katya was the first to rush forward and grab one of his arms. Nita joined her within seconds, taking his other arm.
 
   Goldalynn fired at them, missing Nita’s foot by about an inch. “Hurry!” Nita yelled. “Leilanni, help us!”
 
   Nita and Katya hauled Uncle Butchy to his feet, placed one of his arms on each of their shoulders, and ran in the direction of the woods, dragging him along between them.
 
   Another shot of electric magic flew past Katya’s head, missing its target and hitting a tree. It burned through the bark, sizzling and sparking. The girls kept running, Leilanni in the lead, Nita and Katya dragging Uncle Butchy between them and Goldalynn not far behind.
 
   Nita felt the awkwardness of not being a bear. Running on two legs was harder than humans made it look. Her muscles were weak now as well. The fairy they carried was not a small creature.
 
   The evil magic the human was throwing struck all around them as they ran. Nita struggled with the weight of Uncle Butchy, and the forest floor was littered with stray rocks and fallen branches further impeding their escape. She looked down at Katya’s shoes and wondered how she could run with the spikes on her feet.
 
   Just then Nita felt her ankle twist and the excruciating pain sent her tumbling to the ground, taking Katya and the now semi-conscious Uncle Butchy with them. A squeak escaped from Nita as magic lightning hit a rock beside her, crumbling it into tiny little pieces of stone. Katya scrambled to get up off the ground, pulling Uncle Butchy’s arm on the way up.
 
   Leilanni heard Nita’s squeal and doubled back to help. “Keep running,” she instructed them and then reached down, grasped Uncle Butchy with both hands, and hefted him over her shoulder. He bounced along over her shoulder as she ran, dodging Goldalynn’s evil magic and catching up with the other girls.
 
   Fear and instinct to survive drove Nita, who was now in the lead. She pushed aside the pain in her ankle and forced herself to keep running. We have to get out of here, she thought. There has to be a way, there has to be a way. It was the only thing her mind would focus on. She felt Katya and Leilanni right on her heels and knew that horrible human wasn’t far behind.
 
   The deeper they went into the forest, the more obstacles they encountered. She hopped over a large fallen tree limb and hoped that the girls were following her lead. But then the forest floor dipped and the ground seemed to disappear from beneath her.
 
   Time seemed to suspend as Nita fell. She threw her hands out in front of her, bracing for impact. On the way down she saw the Spanish moss draped in the trees. She saw the light condensation that covered each leaf that crossed her vision and she saw the aged lines of the bark. She saw the terror on Katya’s face and her lips forming a scream as she tumbled down after her. Uncle Butchy, who had regained consciousness, launched over Leilanni’s head. Both Butchy and Leilanni flailed, trying to grasp anything that would stop the fall.
 
   However, the impact did not come as expected.
 
   Nita saw the layers of dirt that covered the forest floor lift up and begin to swirl around her like a forming funnel cloud, each tiny granule gaining a life of its own. The air in the center of the funnel wavered and then lit up with a white glow. Her extended hands landed smack in the middle of the glowing phenomenon and instead of connecting, they slipped right into what was supposed to be hard earth.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Nita ached over every inch of her new body. Her head throbbed viciously, beating relentlessly at her temple. With her eyes still closed, she scratched her fingers against the cold, hard cement beneath her.
 
   What happened? she wondered, but quickly remembered Katya, Leilanni, and Uncle Butchy and her eyes immediately snapped open.
 
   The night was still upon them, so darkness still veiled most of her surroundings with only a dim greenish lamplight providing a way for her to see. She saw dark walls made of old, decaying stone all around her. Katya lay sprawled on the ground beside Leilanni, who was on top of Uncle Butchy’s legs. They were all unconscious. Oh, please don’t let us have gotten away from that woman just to have one of us die.
 
   She ignored the pain in her ankle and her throbbing head as she crawled over to her newfound friends as quickly as she could. Butchy was the first to wake. His transparent wings fluttered slightly, and then his eyes popped open and he jumped to his feet reaching to make sure his fairy dust pouch was still in place.
 
   “How did … what?” His head turned from side to side, trying to place where they were and what exactly had happened. “Well, there goes what was left of any kind of buzz I had,” he muttered to himself.
 
   “Hey, butch one! Wake up Leilanni!” Nita called out as she lifted Katya’s head into her lap.
 
   Butchy rolled his eyes and muttered, “Of course.”
 
   Nita wasn’t so new to being a human that she didn’t recognize the sarcasm.
 
   “And girl, it’s Uncle Butchy, there aint nothin butch ‘bout any of this.” He gestured the length of his body.
 
   “Katya, wake up!” Nita ignored Uncle Butchy and shook Katya gently, causing her head to loll back and forth.
 
   Uncle Butchy nudged Leilanni’s leg with his toe. “Hey, wake up, grouchy!” He nudged again and then jumped back, expecting Leilanni to react aggressively when she came to.
 
   Katya finally woke and looked up at Nita with her twinkling green eyes. “Where are we?” she asked as she pulled herself into a sitting position and got a good look at their surroundings.
 
   “I don’t know.” Nita, tried not to sound as worried. “I’m more concerned about how we got here.”
 
   “Get away from me, creature!” Leilanni growled from beside them.
 
   Katya raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t really matter where we are. All that matters is that we are alive and away from that terrible human.”
 
   Leilanni stood beside them, her white outfit now marred with black dirt from the forest and the street. “I do not call being in this body, being alive. I am not a human, this body feels …disgusting.”
 
   Uncle Butchy stood on the other side of Nita and Katya in order to distance himself from Leilanni. He had his fingertips pressed to his temple in frustration. “Girls, there has to be a way to turn you back into bears. Magic can always be reversed, it’s just a matter of finding the way to reverse it.” He adjusted his tutu and then swiped some of the dirt off of it.
 
   Nita and Katya picked themselves up off the ground and Katya looked at Uncle Butchy with wide eyes. “She will still be chasing us, wont she?”
 
   “Yes.” Uncle Butchy nodded. “I’m afraid she probably will. She seems to be pretty powerful since the fairy dust barely works on her, I’m positive that she will want to find a way to change you back just as much as you want to change back.”
 
   “Was it magic that brought us here?” Nita wondered aloud.
 
   Uncle Butchy nodded, “Yes, I’m afraid it was. How it happened, that I don’t know. Maybe a lingering of the spell.” He paused then let out an exasperated sigh. “And sometimes, magic just presents itself for some reason or another. Someone heard your call and sent me, maybe they created an opening for us to escape, who knows.”
 
   “We should get out of this darkness,” Nita declared. She wasn’t afraid of the dark when she was in the forest, but the strange walls and ground made of stone did frighten her. As a bear, she had never been any place where the ground wasn’t made of earth.
 
   “What are those noises … and that smell?” Katya sniffed the air around her and crinkled her nose. “I have never heard such noises.”
 
   Uncle Butchy rolled his eyes. “Girl, we are in a city. Those are cars and people you hear.”
 
   “More humans,” Leilanni scoffed.
 
   Nita had never heard of a car and voiced this to Uncle Butchy. “What is a … car?”
 
   “You’ll see.” He eyed the girls up and down again and frowned. “You’re outfits are all ruined now, and your hair...” His frown turned into an expression of utter disgust.
 
   Curious as to his meaning, the girls looked to each other, searching for the answer to what he was insinuating. Katya, pulled up a lock of her long red hair and examined it for a moment and then her tongue slipped out and she began licking the tress of hair.
 
   “Oh my god, girl, what on earth are you doing?” Butchy reached out and slapped her hair out of her hand.
 
   Confused, Katya waited a moment before answering him, but it came out as more of a question than a response. “Grooming?”
 
   “You use a brush to groom,” Butchy shuddered, feigning mock horror. “Don’t ever lick your hair again ... Ever.”
 
   Nita decided to ignore Uncle Butchy and his strange obsession with clothes and hair. She wanted to keep moving on, no, she needed to keep moving on. She beckoned to the girls. “Come, we must travel this, city, as Uncle Butchy calls it.”
 
   Together, the foursome crept through the dimly lit alleyway until it spilled them out onto the sidewalk along a busy city street. Nita’s jaw dropped when she saw the scene before her. She latched onto Leilanni’s arm when she saw the giant creatures with light spewing forth from their eyes speeding past them. Humans were everywhere, walking past the creatures without giving them a second look.
 
   “Get back!” Leilanni cried out, pushing Nita and Katya protectively behind her.
 
   “Relax,” Uncle Butchy told them. “Those are the cars I told you about.”
 
   “The cars are evil! I have never seen a living thing like them.” Leilanni responded.
 
   Nita could not relax. She looked to Katya and saw fear in her eyes as well. The bear in her wanted to go back to the forest, to find soft earth and silence. But she knew she must stay and do as Uncle Butchy bid, or else she would never be able to return to her bear form.
 
   “The cars are not evil and they are not living things,” Uncle Butchy explained. “They are machines. Come on, let’s go.” He beckoned them to follow him.
 
   Nita refused to let go of Leilanni, so Leilanni practically had to drag both her and Katya after Uncle Butchy through the crowd of humans.
 
   While they walked, Nita examined her surroundings. Aside from the cars and the humans, there were many buildings, each illuminated with brightly-colored, artificial lights. She could not see even one tree anywhere. What kind of places did not have trees? It did not seem right at all.
 
   The hard ground on which they walked was different than the ground that the cars drove on. They walked on a smooth white ground, while the cars zipped along a hard, black river of stone, divided by colored lines. Nita began to wonder about these cars, how did they not collide into each other?
 
   She noticed that a few of the humans passing by them seemed to stare at their odd group, mainly at Uncle Butchy.
 
   “Why do the humans stare at us? Are we not like them?”
 
   Uncle Butchy waved his hand dismissively. “Maybe fairies make them uncomfortable.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “But, don’t worry, they won’t bother us as long as we don’t bother them. Just keep walking.”
 
   Nita nodded but didn’t answer him. She was too busy continuing to ogle the city. It was an assault on every single one of her senses. The colors were unlike any she had ever seen in her life, so bright and unnatural. She could smell food cooking from every angle and her stomach rumbled, telling her that it had been far too long since she had eaten. But, the scent emanating from the humans was almost enough to cause the hunger to subside. They smelled awful.
 
   Suddenly, the smell of humans wasn’t as strong as the scent of food. She sniffed and followed the scent. To her left, she saw a shop with what she knew to be bread. She had never tasted bread, but somehow, she knew it was called bread and that it was tasty.
 
   “Watch it!” She felt something bump into her from the side that wasn’t clinging to Leilanni. A growl escaped her lips before she could stop it and when she looked back to see what had bumped her, she saw a blonde human with colorful butterfly wings sprouting from her back.
 
   Katya looked on with wide eyes. “Is she a fairy like you, Uncle Butchy?”
 
   Just then the butterfly woman turned. “Watch your mouth, bitch!” Butterfly woman pointed at Katya and then ran to catch up with her group.
 
   “Humans are mean,” Katya pouted.
 
   Leilanni released a guttural laugh. “You need more back bone, weak one.”
 
   “I’m not weak.”
 
   Leilanni looked like she wanted to argue more, but Nita lifted her other hand to Leilanni’s shoulder in a calming gesture and shook her head, silently telling her to let it go. Then, suddenly she smelled something that reminded her of home. The sweet perfume of flowers.
 
   “Oh, look!” Katya pointed to a stand outside one of the shops that had its own forest of beautiful flowers surrounding it. “How pretty!”
 
   “Pretty flowers for a pretty girl!” a voice called out above the crowd.
 
   Nita searched the humans for the voice and was unable to place it.
 
   “Come on, ladies, come on over and see what we have for you.”
 
   Then she saw it, another crazy looking creature. This one was a giant flower with a human face in the center of its purple petals. He was waving one of his leaf stems, trying to get them to approach him.
 
   Leilanni turned her ice blue eyes on the man in a flower suit. “Back off you unnatural half breed.”
 
   Nita watched his eyes grow wide and his stems fall to his side in defeat. She smiled at Leilanni’s fierceness. She was a strong warrior and Nita would have loved to see her as a bear before they were trapped by the evil human.
 
   “Ah!” Uncle Butchy came to a halt “This is just what we need.”
 
   “What do we need?” Leilanni demanded, finally getting annoyed with Nita and Katya enough to shrug them off of her arms.
 
   “Music, booze and men!” Uncle Butchy giggled, heading for the door. But, Leilanni reached out and grabbed his arm before he could go any farther.
 
   “Is this where we will find our answers?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, this is where we will find some alcohol.”
 
   “Is alcohol something we need?”
 
   Nita could tell that Leilanni was becoming frustrated with their Fairy Goduncle very quickly. So she stepped in and pried Leilanni’s hand off of Uncle Butchy. “Leave him alone.”
 
   “I do not need to leave him alone. He needs to find our cure.”
 
   Uncle Butchy must have finally had it with the blonde and her icy demeanor. “Listen here, Missy! I do happen to need the alcohol. I’m supposed to be retiring. I am not supposed to have to do this anymore.” He gestured to the three of them. “And I just broke up with my boyfriend, Julio, right before you three called to me and had me pulled through the magical realms to save your asses! If I want a drink, I’m going to have a fucking drink!”
 
   Katya tilted her head and looked to Leilanni with a raised eyebrow. “I could use a fucking drink, too. I’m thirsty.” She leaned in even closer to Leilanni. “What’s a fucking drink?”
 
   Leilanni shrugged in response, not particularly caring what it was.
 
   Uncle Butchy, on the other hand, didn’t wait for them to agree or disagree; he pushed through the large red door that had a smaller door painted on the front of it.
 
   The girls didn’t move, they stood stock still, staring at the door as it slammed shut in front of them. After a quick glance at each other, and realizing they had no other choice, they quickly followed.
 
   Nita took the lead and pushed the door open just as Uncle Butchy had. Immediately, they were assaulted by loud, pumping music and the sour smell of sweat. The club was dimly lit except for large platforms off to each side, which had a spotlight shining down on dancers.
 
   One dancer was a woman. She wore a tiara, encrusted with sparkling fake rubies, propped on top of her golden hair. Nita thought her dress appeared as a second skin, it was so tight. The neckline plunged to her mid-section exposing a fair amount of cleavage. A pattern of playing cards covered the white dress. With closer inspection, Nita noticed each card was the same ... the Queen of Hearts. The woman danced with her eyes closed, as if she were feeling the music more than hearing it.
 
   The dancer on the other side was a man, he wore black slacks and a jacket with tails, only there was no shirt underneath the jacket. His abs glistened with sweat … or oil … and on his head sat a top hat with crazy decorations all over it. Unlike the female dancer, he engaged the crowd of women at the platform by his feet. Nita watched closely as he reached down and plucked a bright red feather boa off of an excited young lady and wound it around his neck.
 
   “Where is that winged maniac?” Leilanni growled, scanning the crowd of humans who were jumping up and down with raised hands and glowing necklaces of all different colors. Some of the humans even had bracelets that matched the necklaces.
 
   “I see him!” Katya called out above the music.
 
   Nita’s gaze followed Katya’s extended arm to where she was pointing. “What is he doing?” Nita wondered aloud.
 
   “Being an idgit,” Leilanni muttered.
 
   Confused, Nita’s mind scrambled to know the meaning of idgit. “Do you mean idiot?” She asked her.
 
   “Yes, that’s what I said.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Leilanni began to shove her way through the mob of humans toward the bar, which Uncle Butchy happened to be standing on top of. He held a bottle of Whiskey in one hand and was tossing fairy dust out onto the crowd with the other. The beautiful gold dust rained down onto the humans in giant glittering clouds. They could see his mouth moving as he shouted something about raining men.
 
   Holding tight to each other, the girls fought through the mass of bouncing sweaty bodies until they got up to the bar.
 
   “Get out of my way.” Leilanni shoved anyone in her way aside. “Butchy!”
 
   Uncle Butchy did not hear them. He continued his awkward dance, swigging down the Whiskey in large gulps and singing loudly along with the music.
 
   Nita did not think Uncle Butchy sounded all that bad, but his dancing left something to be desired. Not knowing what else to do, they stood beside the bar, watching Butchy make a spectacle of himself. He spotted them and winked, then he turned around and tossed a bit of dust down onto the barmaid. “Give these ladies your best girly drink,” he called down to her.
 
   The barmaid paused for a moment, her eyes glassed over and she appeared to lose her train of thought. Then, as quickly as she had spaced off, her eyes regained focus and she nodded, tossing a lock of her golden blonde hair out of her face. She wore a blue dress with ruffled sleeves and a short skirt that flared out around her. Over the top of her dress sat a white apron, which was smudged with different colors. Above the breast of her apron was a little nametag with the name ‘Alice’ engraved onto it.
 
   She smiled at the girls. “Three Wonderland cocktails coming right up.” With that, she pulled out three plastic cups with the words ‘Drink Me’ printed on them. The girls watched with awe as Alice poured colorful and clear liquids from shiny glass bottles into the cups and then stuck a cherry and a tiny little straw into each one.
 
   “Here you are ladies.” Alice set a drink in front of each of them just as Butchy danced over and tossed several bills down onto the bar. Alice gathered the bills and looked up at Butchy. “Thanks, baby.”
 
   “No prob.” He winked at her. “And run a tab for me and the girls.” For good measure, he tossed another bit of fairy dust onto her. Then, he nodded at the girls and took off down the bar.
 
   Nita placed the rim of the cup at her lips and tipped it just enough to get a taste of the colorful liquid inside. It tasted like berries from the forest, sweet, yet tart at the same time.
 
   Leilanni and Katya tasted their drinks as well. Leilanni flinched and held the drink away from her body. “Ugh, I do not like this,” she complained.
 
   Katya had a much different reaction after the initial taste. She tilted her head back and guzzled the entire contents of the plastic cup. “This is gooood!” she breathed out when she finished her last swallow.
 
   “Here, have mine.” Leilanni thrust her full cup at Katya, who gratefully accepted with an exuberant, “Thank you!”
 
   Leilanni growled and leaned against the bar. “We must hurry. We do not have time for this nonsense.”
 
   Nita agreed, but didn’t want to encourage Leilanni by voicing it. She scanned the club, trying to find Butchy somewhere in the crowd of dancing bodies. She couldn’t find him anywhere. There were simply too many people packed into the place for her to see him clearly.
 
   But … she did see something else.
 
   Near the door, stood the most attractive human she had ever seen. Her thoughts surprised her, there was no reason that a human should appear attractive to her at all.
 
   He stood taller than most of the humans dancing around the club and wore a black tee shirt with the words ‘Security’ printed on the front in bold white letters. His muscles pressed against the fabric of the shirt so that she could see every ripple each time he moved. This human had long, black hair bound back with a leather string. His tanned skin seemed to glow under the dim lighting.
 
   He was the most beautiful creature she had ever seen.
 
   Unable to look away, Nita began to move across the crowded dance floor. She couldn’t stop herself, as if something pulled her toward this man. She knew, in that moment, nothing was going to stop her from meeting him. The crowd seemed to part as she made her way to him. The music muted in her ears alone and it was only him.
 
   As if he felt the pull, as well, he looked up from the patron he was speaking to. He lifted his head and his charcoal eyes locked with hers.
 
   Suddenly, Nita felt tingles surface on every pore of her new human skin. The beautiful human abandoned his conversation with the patron, who now appeared utterly confused as to why he was being ignored. With determined steps and his gaze not straying from her eyes, he strode toward her.
 
   As soon as he was close enough to her, Nita stretched out her arm, extending her fingers. She just had to touch him. Her fingertips finally made contact with his arm and the whole room seemed to sway.
 
   He did not appear offended that she had touched him, it was rather the opposite. He reached out and touched her arm in return. “Who are you?” he asked in a low husky voice.
 
   “I am Nita,” she responded, surprised that she could make words come out of her clumsy human lips.
 
   He tilted his head to the side curiously. “I’m Mato.”
 
   Nita inhaled deeply as his fingers spread wide and wrapped around her arm, pulling her closer to him. His scent wasn’t right, he smelled human, but he also had the scent of her fellow bears in the forest. “You do not smell like a human,” Nita managed to tell him.
 
   Mato threw back his head and laughed. “Neither do you, beautiful Nita.”
 
   When he laughed she felt like nothing was wrong in the world, no curse, no humans, no evil witch … just perfection.
 
   Suddenly, keeping his grip on her arm, he slowly circled around her body, tilting his head down into her neck and her hair. “Beautiful Nita.” He stood behind her, his body pressed against hers, and whispered into her ear. “You … are magnificent.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Uncle Butchy had abandoned the girls for his whiskey and glow sticks. Maybe if he drank enough he would wake up and the whole thing would be a dream. Maybe Julio would be in the kitchen making coffee and frying up bacon for the both of them, like he always did. Maybe … just maybe. But, that would require more booze.
 
   The crowd pulsed around him. Their hips pumped, their hands groped and reached into the air. The bodies were covered in sweat and pressed against each other so closely that it was hard to move at all except to dance in place.
 
   He lifted the whiskey bottle and took long pull, guzzling down as much as he could without vomiting. Suddenly someone wedged their way through the people that were tightly knit around him.
 
   “Excuse me, Sir.” One of the incredibly muscular security guards emerged from the crowd. “Yes, you with the tutu.”
 
   Butchy knew perfectly well the security guy was speaking to him, but he still merely pointed at himself and hollered, “Who, me?”
 
   “You can’t have that out here. No glass on the floor.” The security guard pointed at Butchy’s bottle of Jack and held out his hand for Butchy to relinquish it to him.
 
   “Idiots,” Butchy mumbled, reaching into the little bag tied to his waist. Then, quick as could be, he tossed golden fairy dust over the security guard. The guard stopped and blinked a few times, as if he had forgotten why he had come out to the dance floor in the first place.
 
   Butchy waited while the glittering dust came to rest before he leaned in with his bottle and asked, “Now, what were you saying?”
 
   The guard shook his head a bit and reached up to grasp his forehead. “I … I don’t remember.”
 
   Butchy held up the bottle, tilted his head back and took a long swig right before the eyes of the guard. “Oh yeah,” he hollered over the music, “I hate it when that happens.”
 
   The guard turned and fought his way back out of the crowd. Butchy took another swig from his bottle laughed as he watched the guy struggle back through the mass of bodies.
 
   Suddenly, the air thickened around him. He paused and turned in a circle, watching the clear shimmering of magic surround him. The noise from the club muted to a soft murmur, like wearing earplugs. He could still hear it, but it was muted.
 
   The bubble of magic he stood in was invisible to others as well as an entrapment. He knew there was one person who was powerful enough to create this sort of cage.
 
   “Bartholomew, just what do you think you are doing?” a soft, but stern voice came from behind him.
 
   Oh crap, Butchy thought as he slowly turned around to face the Queen. “Your Majesty.” He quickly lowered himself into a deep bow.
 
   “Rise,” she instructed.
 
   It had been a long while since he had seen the Queen of the fairy realm. She looked much the same as she always had. Her blonde hair cascaded down her back all the way to her waist and her penetrating eyes were the color of aquamarine gemstones. Those eyes saw everything, one could not hide much from the queen. She wore a gown of almost the same color. It wasn’t all poofy as one would imagine a fairy queen would wear. This gown reminded Butchy of a Greek Goddess. The loose folds of the gown wrapped around her elegantly. No jewels or decoration, save for the wide belt at her waist, were to be found, as they would take away from the Queen’s natural beauty.
 
   The one exception as far as jewels went, was her crown. The symbol of her leadership to the fairy realm sat atop her head as if it had always been meant for her. The diamonds glittered against the dim lighting of the club like a beacon in the night sky.
 
   Butchy rose as she had instructed, knowing if she was here to speak to him, it was not to compliment him, nor praise him for anything he had done.
 
   “I asked you a question, Bartholomew.”
 
   Butchy lowered his head. “I don’t understand, your Majesty.”
 
   She tilted her head, her gaze boring a hole in his whiskey buzz. “You know exactly what I am talking about. You have charges and a time sensitive mission to accomplish.”
 
   “Your Majesty …” he began, but she cut him off.
 
   “Bartholomew, you know the rules.”
 
   “Yes, your Majesty, I do. Forgive me, but I simply do not understand why I have been given charges in the first place. I am supposed to be retired now.”
 
   “I understand your frustration. However, for some reason, these girls chose you and once the charges are assigned, they cannot be given to anyone else until their story is complete.”
 
   Butchy wanted to groan.
 
   The Queen continued. “These girls have unfortunately come across a rather nasty and extremely rare curse. Two forces of magic have combined. When you cast out your magic, it collided with hers. Good and evil never, ever mix well and there is only one thing that will be able to end it.”
 
   “True Love?” Butchy guessed.
 
   The Queen nodded. “Yes. The most powerful of all magic is the one within us.”
 
   Boy, this conversation was just getting worse and worse. “Again, forgive me, Majesty, but I don’t know if there is any possible way that I will be able to help these girls find true love. They were bears! And now, they are humans that act like bears. And that Leilanni one is mean as hell. I don’t even think she is capable of love.”
 
   With a shake of her head, the Queen responded. “It matters not. Everyone and anyone is capable of love and there is someone out there for everyone.”
 
   Butchy’s thoughts immediately went to Julio. Had he and Julio had true love or was the love only on Butchy’s part? “I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   Her voice became stern again. “You can and you will. And most of all you will cease this insolent behavior. Your charges do not need a drunken Fairy Godfather trying to lead them to true love.”
 
   “But …”
 
   She held up her hand. “Enough, Bartholomew. None of your petty excuses will work. I understand that you are supposed to be retired and I am sorry for that.” She snapped her fingers and what looked like a gnarled twig appeared in her hands. “Since you have resumed your Fairy Godfather status, here is your wand.” She offered the familiar object to Butchy.
 
   He reached out and accepted the wand. If he was stuck with having to come out of retirement, he was going to need the wand. It had more power than the fairy dust, which was easily accessible for all fairies from the realm.
 
   Once the wand was tucked safely into his fur coat, he queried the Queen about the girls. “Your Majesty, what if I fail this assignment? I haven’t the faintest idea of where to start looking for true love for these girls.”
 
   Her lips finally turned up into a smile and her eyes softened. “Ah, Bartholomew. Don’t be so quick to doubt. Love always finds its way.” She lifted her hand and gestured in the direction he should look. There, through the shimmering shell of magic, beyond the pulsing body of humans, he saw Nita and a male human staring into each other’s eyes. Both were gently touching the arms of the other and a bright, golden mist encircled them like a giant glittering ribbon.
 
   The ribbon wound its way up from their legs, moving with its own magical life force.
 
   “Oh my…” Butchy tried to form the words. “What is that?”
 
   “That, Bartholomew, is true love,” the Queen responded.
 
   Something about the golden mist struck a memory within Butchy’s alcohol saturated mind. But for the life of him, he could not pin point what it was. “Majesty, that golden mist, it’s not fairy magic.” He was unable to take his eyes off of the couple and the mist.
 
   “I am not the one with the answers you seek,” the Queen told him softly.
 
   “Well who is?” The demand came out more fiercely than he had intended, realizing his mistake he turned to face her. “Forgive me, your Majesty.”
 
   Again, she offered him a soft smile. “That is a puzzle you will have to figure out on your own. Remember, shape up and proceed with the assignment.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head down slightly signaling her intent to leave. “Farewell, Bartholomew.”
 
   With that, the Queen and her magical bubble disappeared. The noise and frenzy of the crowd remained, but far across the room he could still see the bright golden ribbon around Nita and her male.
 
   Then, something snapped in his memory. His free hand went to his head and he almost dropped his bottle on the floor. “Could it … could it be?”
 
   While Nita was busy with Mato and Butchy visited with the Queen, Katya bobbed up and down to the beat of the music. “I like this,” she told Leilanni. “It makes me feel good inside.”
 
   Leilanni looked down at her as if she had lost her mind. “It makes me feel annoyed.”
 
   Katya frowned. “Everything makes you feel annoyed.” Leilanni appeared to contemplate before she answered. “My home made me happy … and food, I also like food. I am happy when I have food.”
 
   Katya nodded that she understood. “Me, too.”
 
   Both girls fell silent and turned, leaning on the bar facing the dance floor so that they could watch the assortment of odd humans.
 
   “I do not understand this human world,” Leilanni said in a voice barely loud enough for Katya to hear. The music was so loud they practically had to yell to speak to each other. Katya only shrugged in response. She was mostly intrigued by it all. But, at the same time, she longed for her bear form and her home that she had been taken from. “I want another fucking drink. I am thirsty.”
 
   She turned around to find Alice, but instead she came face to face with a male human in a black suit. He stood out to her because growing out of his blond hair was a set of white rabbit ears. He stood in front of her as if he had been waiting for her to turn around. With a shake of her head she muttered, “This just gets curiouser and curiouser.”
 
   “Hi there,” the rabbit greeted her. “What can I get you?”
 
   Katya held up her empty plastic cup. “I just need another fucking drink,” she yelled above the music.
 
   The rabbit smiled and pulled out a fresh cup. “Coming right up.”
 
   While she waited, she noticed there were lots and lots of those shiny bottles of colorful liquid that they used for drinks sitting on shelves behind the bar. Directly behind that was a mirror that ran the entire length of the bar.
 
   Her reflection stared back at her, only she had never seen her human reflection before. Katya turned her head to the side and watched the pretty redhead turn hers the opposite way. “How strange,” she whispered and raised her hand up to wave at the woman staring back at her. The woman waved back with the opposite hand. Then, she stepped to the side and the woman side-stepped as well.
 
   It was then that she realized the woman in the mirror was wearing the same outfit as she was. She looked down at her purple blouse and fingered the material, then peered up through her lashes at the woman in the mirror. She was doing the exact same thing.
 
   “It’s me,” she exclaimed with excitement, rather pleased with the idea of being able to see what she looked like.
 
   “Ah, do you like our looking glass?” The rabbit handed her the plastic cup with the colorful drink she liked.
 
   “Yes, yes I do.”
 
   “Don’t worry about the drink, honey. It’s on your friend’s tab.”
 
   “Thank you.” She accepted the drink and gave the looking glass one last glance. Her reflection stared back at her and then wavered, like when you touch the water of a still lake. The redhead in the mirror suddenly changed. The image blurred and her red hair began to turn black. Katya stared harder as she tried to figure out what was happening. Why was her reflection changing?
 
   Suddenly, the image cleared.
 
   Katya gasped as the face of the woman in the mirror changed before her eyes. The plastic cup slipped from within her fingers and hit the bar, splashing pink liquid all over the wooden surface.
 
   There was Goldalynn, staring back at her through the looking glass. Her lips spread into a thin smile as her eyes seemed to bore right into Katya’s. She can see me, Katya thought. But then, a loud growl erupted from between her lips and without any more warning, she turned from the mirror and grabbed Leilanni. “It’s time to go!” She pulled desperately on Leilani’s arm, “We have to go right now!”
 
   Leilanni, who had seen none of the exchange between Katya and the mirror, heard Katya’s scream and nearly jumped out of her human skin that she detested so much.
 
   “What is it?” Leilanni shouted as Katya shot off into the crowd. She paid no attention to stares people were giving them and let out a low growl, then took off after her. She plowed through the crowd, pushing people so roughly that they eventually began to move out of her way before she even got near them.
 
   “Katya!” she hollered, “Wait!”
 
   But Katya was too far ahead of the crowd and couldn’t hear her. Butchy however, did hear Leilanni and had seen Katya dart away. Tutu, fur coat, whiskey, and all, he pulled a Leilanni and gave someone a hard shove.
 
   “Hey, man!” the guy complained, but he still moved. Confident with his people pushing experiment, he shoved forward with added force, making his way to Katya.
 
   “Hey, girl,” he called out, “Katya!” People grumbled and called him names all the way up until he reached the pretty redhead.
 
   She had stopped near the door, where the crowd wasn’t so thick, and there, Leilanni finally caught up with her and wrapped her strong fingers around Katya’s arm. Certain that Leilanni could hold Katya for at least a few moments, Butchy detoured and headed for Nita.
 
   Nita looked up into Mato’s eyes feeling as if the entire world had disappeared around her. His touch sent tingles over every inch of the human skin she wore. She could feel his breath warm against her neck and the craziest part was that she loved it. Never before had she wanted anyone as close to her as he stood now.
 
   “Beautiful Nita,” he whispered, “I don’t know how you appeared so suddenly to me, but after only having this one moment with you, I cannot imagine life without you.” He moved in front of her so that she was staring up into his eyes once again.
 
   “I … I cannot stay here,” Nita whispered, feeling something swirl deep within her and knew, without a doubt, that every second apart from him would be a battle.
 
   Mato’s eyes twinkled and his lips spread into a grin. “Nita, have you placed a spell on me?”
 
   She felt her eyes widen with offense. How could he accuse her of such a terrible thing? “Absolutely not!”
 
   He laughed, a low chuckle and pulled her against his hard, human body. “Calm yourself, I was only joking. Somehow I know you would never be capable of anything of the sort. I sense a kindness in you.”
 
   “I am not kind, I am fierce and strong,” Nita defended herself.
 
   “Oh, but you can be fierce and strong and also be kind.”
 
   She thought about that for a moment and then decided that was true. “You do not know me, Mato, how would you know what kind of anything I am?”
 
   His strong arms held her tightly as he responded. “I do know you, my beautiful Nita. I don’t know how, but I do know you.”
 
   She couldn’t say anything more, but refused to leave the comfort of his arms. He seemed to sense this from her and did not speak anymore. She felt him bury his face into her hair and inhale deeply, taking in her scent.
 
   “Nita!” she distantly heard a voice call for her. “Nita!”
 
   If it was possible, Mato pulled her even tighter against him. He must have heard the voice as well. “Nita, we have to go!” She caught sight of Butchy pushing his way through the crowd, headed in their direction.
 
   Perfectly comfortable in his arms, she didn’t make any effort to pull away from Mato. However, Mato saw and heard Butchy coming for her. “Who is that?” he asked, his voice merely a whisper against her ear.
 
   “It’s my fair … my uncle,” Nita whispered back.
 
   Nita did not see Mato’s expression as he tried to figure out how Nita, who was clearly not Hispanic, could be related to the pudgy little man in a tutu. He was still trying to wrap that around his brain when Butchy emerged from the crowd and bounded toward them.
 
   “Nita, we must go.” Butchy, out of breath and panting, reached out and grabbed Nita’s arm. “Right now!”
 
   Nita had already begun to wiggle out of Mato’s arms, sensing Butchy’s distress. But, Mato released a loud, inhuman growl and freed Nita from his embrace. He stepped forward, placing his hand on Butchy’s chest and pushed. “Do not ever touch this woman.”
 
   Butchy’s eyes grew wide and he held his hands up in surrender, having not realized that this man would react so protectively over Nita. “I apologize, but Nita’s … uh … sister has run off. We need to go and find her.”
 
   Mato appeared to relax only for a second and in that span of time, Nita bolted for the front door, abandoning the comfort and wondrous feeling that Mato brought to her.
 
   “Nita, wait!” he called as she pushed open the door and disappeared outside. “What have you done?” he asked the little man, but when he turned Butchy was gone, having disappeared into thin air.
 
   “We are meant for each other, my beautiful Nita. If it is the last thing I do, I will find you.” Oath sworn, albeit to one who could not hear it, he strode out of Wonderland, hoping he wasn’t too late.
 
   ***
 
   Nita’s feet pounded over the sidewalk. They couldn’t have gone too far in such a short time, she thought as she ran, weaving through the masses of oblivious humans. Where could they have gone?
 
   “Nita!” In a flash of shimmering gold, Butchy appeared beside her. She did not pause to speak to him because she didn’t want to let Katya and Leilanni get too far away.
 
   “We have to find them, Butchy.”
 
   “I know,” he panted as he ran alongside her. “They are just ahead. I already checked on them. They are waiting for us.” Even as Butchy spoke the words, they rounded a corner instead of crossing the street and found the girls waiting for them.
 
   Nita’s eyes settled on the girls, her fellow bears, cursed to be humans until they found the magic which would break the spell. Katya was babbling incoherently and waving her hands in the air to emphasize her words.
 
   “What happened?” Nita demanded, jogging toward them.
 
   “Nita! It was her…it was the witch!”
 
   “You saw her? Here?”
 
   Leilanni shook her head. “No, she saw her in the mirror.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Katya nodded her head. “It’s called a looking glass. I was admiring myself. I did not know it was me, at first, but the more I looked into it, I finally realized it was my own reflection. Like when I used to look into the lake water. Only this time, I did not know what I looked like, so I didn’t recognize it was my own image.”
 
   Leilanni rolled her eyes. “On with it, Katya.”
 
   “So there I was, merely admiring myself in the mirror when the image began to change. My beautiful red fur began to change into long dark locks.”
 
   “It’s hair, idiot. Not fur, anymore.”
 
   Nita placed her hand on Leilanni’s shoulder. “Don’t be mean.” Then, she turned her gaze back to Katya. “Go on.”
 
   Katya stroked a piece of her long red hair. “My hair, it turned dark and then my face began to change, too. It was all blurry until my image had completely transformed into hers. Then, it cleared and I saw that it was her so I ran.”
 
   “You’re afraid,” Nita comforted her. “It was probably your mind playing games with you.”
 
   “No.” Katya stomped her foot. “It was her, I swear! She even smiled at me. It was like she could see me.”
 
   “Oh shit.”
 
   Hearing the curse from Butchy’s lips, all three girls swung their heads toward him. “What?” Leilanni demanded.
 
   “She is watching us.”
 
   Nita felt fear rise up within her. “What do you mean?”
 
   Butchy shook his head and muttered, “That conniving witch.” Then he explained to the girls. “With magic, mirrors can be used not only as portals, but as ways to see into other realms or pretty much anywhere you want to see. She is scrying for you.”
 
   Nita furrowed her brow, “Scrying?”
 
   Butchy nodded, “It means searching. So yes, Katya, she did see you in that mirror.”
 
   “I knew it! See, we have to get away from here.”
 
   With a shake of his head, Butchy took her hands. “Girl, we can only outrun her for so long. We must keep searching for an end to this curse so that we can all be free of it. Let’s go, we need to get out of the city.”
 
   Nita looked around. Yes, they needed somewhere with fewer humans nearby. Humans apparently didn’t know of the magic surrounding them. Giving a final glance back in the direction of Wonderland … where she had left Mato, she then turned back to Butchy, “Where should we go?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Butchy answered. “There has to be somewhere safer than this,” he responded thoughtfully and began to walk.
 
   Nita followed, along with the other girls, but she felt the distinct pull of Mato behind her. The further they got from Wonderland, the stronger the pull became. What is this? Nita wondered as she hurried along beside the girls. She had never cared about much in her life except food and surviving … until Mato.
 
   The darkness began to thicken around them as they traveled further and further beyond the commotion of the city. Soon, they ran out of streetlights to guide their way and were only left with the illumination from the moon above.
 
   They walked for what felt like forever. The buildings faded behind them and turned into residential areas where the structures were much smaller. The streets were almost deserted, since it was the middle of the night, so they didn’t have to worry about being hit by a speeding vehicle.
 
   “When can we rest?” Katya whined. “These shoes are pretty, but not so good for long walks.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Butchy answered shortly.
 
   Nita decided to keep her mouth shut and just follow along. Butchy seemed very frustrated and she didn’t want to agitate him anymore than he already was. She glanced beside her at Leilanni. She didn’t look very happy either, but it was becoming apparent that she was always a bit grumpy.
 
   So, our foursome strode silently into the night without knowing exactly what it was they were searching for or where their destination may be.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Mato ran swiftly over the crowded sidewalks of the city. He let his heart choose the direction, guiding him to his beautiful Nita. He did not have a clue how he knew which way to go, even with his heart leading, but he felt the pull of her spirit calling to him.
 
   From the second he laid eyes on Nita, he knew she was not fully human and it appeared that she sensed the same of him. Never, not once in his life, had he felt such attraction, such pull, such … knowing of another. He had finally found his soul mate, of that he was sure.
 
   As his boots hit the cement, his thoughts also churned.
 
   Long ago, when he was a child, he had been bitten by a rattlesnake. His father rushed him to the shaman, the healer of their tribe. As the venom worked its way through his veins, the shaman ordered his father to lay Mato out before him. His father did as he was asked and the shaman grasped his hand to inspect the wound.
 
   When their skin made contact, the shaman was assaulted by a vision of the future, during which Mato had fallen unconscious.
 
   He woke with both his father and the shaman peering down at him, waiting for him to return to them. His wound had been tended to accordingly, but the shaman stared at him with knowledge in his eyes.
 
   “What did you see?” Mato had asked him.
 
   “Young Mato, I foresaw your woman, your life mate.”
 
   Mato remembered being confused, he’d hoped that the vision would have been something more exciting. A woman, why would he care of women right now? He wanted to know what his purpose in life was to be.
 
   “I do not need a woman. I shall grow into a man and I am sure that many women will be available enough for my choosing.”
 
   Both his father and the shaman laughed heartily. “You speak with your uncle far too much, my son,” his father’s smooth voice assured him.
 
   The shaman once again took his hand. “Every man needs a woman. Women are the life force of our people, they are the ones who keep our tribe flourishing, they are the ones who feed us and keep us healthy and they are the ones who support us in our life journey.
 
   “Your woman, young Mato, she is strong and has the spirit of the bear within her. She shall come to you many years from now and you will know her immediately. Your soul will feel the pull and from that moment on, your spirits will bond, your soul … will bond.
 
   “As you know I cannot foresee it all, nor would I tell you all of it, however I did see you on a journey, searching for your mate who was torn from your side.”
 
   Mato, now far into manhood, had begun to suspect the shaman was mistaken, for he most certainly would have found his woman by now. He had gone about living his life and trying to find his purpose … and then, he caught sight of Nita in Wonderland, and the rest of the world faded away.
 
   Soon enough, the city was behind him and an open stretch of road lay ahead. With the cover of darkness cloaking him, he began the shift. His bones morphed and re-formed, thick black hair appeared over every inch of his changing body and razor sharp claws stretched out of his hands and feet.
 
   Within seconds, he was no longer a man who was limited in speed. He was in full bear form, charging toward the scent of his Nita and the pull of his mate.
 
   ***
 
   Eventually, the sky began to lighten as the sun rose into a clear sky. The bright ball of fire lit the earth in a breathtaking picture of orange, red and pink. Butchy and his charges trudged on, but none of them could ignore the beauty. In that moment, all were awed.
 
   Nita noted that the dwellings, houses as they were called, were now far and few between. They had been walking for so long and she was beginning to tire, she needed food and water … and maybe a nap.
 
   Mato. The name floated across her mind without warning.
 
   Yes, deep down she knew that she needed Mato just as much as all those other necessities.
 
   “There, just ahead.” Butchy pointed into the distance.
 
   Nita and the other two girls gazed in the direction he indicated. “There are trees and water ahead. Let’s go there and sit for awhile.” Together, they picked up the pace, excited for the prospect of being able to rest.
 
   They drew nearer to the welcoming oasis as the scalding sun lifted higher into the sky and soon, they were walking on soft, moist earth instead of pavement. Nita longed to take the contraptions off of her feet and feel the ground beneath her, but she did not stop to remove them.
 
   It was slower going when the little forest thickened, they pushed through the brush, knowing there was water ahead. Nita didn’t think she had ever felt the need to drink so badly in her entire life. She had always lived where water was only a few bounds away.
 
   “Ah!” Butchy exclaimed with delight. “Here we are.”
 
   Leilanni scowled. “I am a human now, I cannot put that nasty water in my body.”
 
   Nita followed Leilanni’s stare and found that the water they had been so anxious to find was actually a swamp. She had been expecting a creek or a lake, but not a muddy, disease-ridden swamp. “No, we cannot drink that. Even in my true form I would not drink that.”
 
   Butchy didn’t appear disturbed. “It’s all right girls, we can boil it first. It will just take a tad longer. Have a seat.”
 
   Nita found a large rock and sat down on the hard surface. The trees had green leaves and the bushes were thick with vegetation. It was nice, but not nearly as nice as her forest had been.
 
   “Look at these.” She followed Katya’s voice and saw that she had taken off her high heels and stood ankle deep in the swamp water. “These flowers are so pretty.”
 
   Nita smiled, happy that Katya could always find something positive in any situation. Butchy also stood in the water. He had removed his shoes and rolled up his pant legs so he didn’t get his clothes wet.
 
   “All right.” He held out his left hand and waved the little twig that he held in his right hand.
 
   Nita watched, her eyes wide with wonder as a small, metal pan appeared out of thin air.
 
   Butchy caught it and smiled. “Nothing a little magic can’t fix.”
 
   “Why don’t you just make clean water then?” Leilanni asked.
 
   “Because, grumpy pants, it doesn’t work that way all the time. Or maybe I just don’t feel like it,” he added. After tucking his wand away, he gripped the pan and scooped some of the filthy swamp water into it.
 
   “Now, let’s make a fire.” He stepped up onto the muddy bank of the swamp. “Nita, find me some branches.”
 
   Nita hurried to pick up any dry pieces of wood she could find on the ground and carried them over to Butchy, who stacked them in a pile. Then, he set the pot down on the ground beside him and once again removed his wand. With a swish of the crooked twig, a flame burst forth from beneath the stack of wood.
 
   He placed the pot over the sticks, “Now, we just set this on here and wait for it to boil for a little while.”
 
   Leilanni stared hesitantly at the pot of water. “And then it will be safe to drink?”
 
   Butchy nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   With a shrug, Butchy gripped the handle of the pot and adjusted it. “My boyfriend … ex, anyway, liked to watch a lot of those reality shows about survival.”
 
   All three girls stared at him like he had grown an arm out of his forehead. Even Katya had paused her flower picking to gaze at him curiously.
 
   Butchy shuffled uncomfortably. “What?”
 
   “We do not know what the ‘reality shows’ are that you speak of,” Nita explained as she went back to her rock and sat down.
 
   “Ohhhh, I see. A reality show is something you watch on a television. Instead of make believe stories, it takes you through real life experiences.”
 
   “What is a television?” Nita wanted to know.
 
   With a long sigh, Butchy shook his head, “Never mind, it would take too long to explain. Maybe we will see one and I can show you.”
 
   “Look what I made,” Katya called from her place in the water. Nita shifted on the rock and saw that Katya had woven the flowers she’d picked into a crown that fit over the top of her head. “Pretty, huh?”
 
   The ring of little white flowers was an explosion of color against Katya’s beautiful red tresses. She reached up and fingered one of the tiny petals. “I wish this would last forever. I know they are going to wither eventually.”
 
   Nita nodded. “They will, but maybe we will find more once we move on.”
 
   Katya seemed happy with the thought and headed for the bank of the swamp. “Is the water done yet?”
 
   “Not yet,” Butchy told her. “Once it’s done we’ll have to let it cool down anyway. So it will be a little while longer.”
 
   Katya frowned. “Oh.”
 
   Suddenly, the water behind Katya splashed. “What was th…”
 
   Katya didn’t even get a chance to finish her sentence. A massive alligator rose from the depths of the swamp, its evil looking eyes focused on the pale flesh of Katya’s legs. “Ahhhhhhh!” Katya screamed a high pitched sound that her bear form would have never been able to make. “What is that?”
 
   “Don’t move!” Butchy ordered, reaching for his wand. But, he spoke to late. Leilanni was on the move. The creature didn’t even see the blonde human running at it until she had crashed into the water and flung herself at the animal which was nearly twice her size.
 
   Nita jumped to her feet and Butchy stood with his wand at the ready. They both watched Leilanni catch the animal, wrapping her arms around it. A large wave of swamp water rose into the air as they struggling pair sunk beneath the surface.
 
   “Leilanni!” Katya screamed. “Help her, Butchy!”
 
   “I can’t do anything right now,” Butchy told her. “They’re underwater.”
 
   “We have to do something,” Nita added. Maybe if she had been a bear she could have helped, but she was a weak human now and unable to help her friend.
 
   Butchy glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “I can’t do anything right now, not until they surface and even then, I have to be careful I don’t hit Leilanni with the magic.”
 
   Just then, both Leilanni and the alligator burst from the surface of the water. She had his powerful jaws held shut with her hands. The gator struggled to free himself from her grasp by whipping his body from side to side, but Leilanni continued to cling to him. Down they went again.
 
   This happened a couple of times and each time Butchy pointed his wand, ready to save Leilanni, but with the two wrestling and moving like they were, it was nearly impossible to get a straight shot unless he got closer to them.
 
   We have to get away from here, Nita thought. We need to find safety. The thought was the only thing on her mind, everything else became secondary, and being in a safe place was all she could think of. Safety, safety, safety, a voice chanted within her.
 
   The gator and Leilanni rose from the water once again, she still had his jaws held shut and her legs wrapped around him. They turned and then splashed back down into the swamp.
 
   Safety, safety, safety.
 
   Suddenly, the water appeared to shiver. The entire swamp began to vibrate as a magical force took hold of it.
 
   Butchy tore his gaze from the place where Leilanni and the gator wrestled to search for the cause. He could feel magic growing thick in the air. Oh God, he hoped it wasn’t Goldalynn coming for them.
 
   But then, he heard Nita’s voice and focused on her. She had her eyes closed in either fear or concentration and was chanting the word, safety, over and over again. He then realized, she was the cause of this magic.
 
   The vibration ended, but the waters of the swamp continued to move, only this time the water seemed to be moving in one direction … a circle. Butchy and Katya stared with wide eyes as the filthy water gradually picked up speed and formed into a whirlpool.
 
   It’s a portal. Butchy thought. She created a portal. Then, it registered to him that they should actually use it while it was still there. “Katya, Nita, Let’s go! We need to get Leilanni when she comes up again.”
 
   “Go where?” Katya screamed as a strong gust of wind blew through the swamp. It shook the trees and lifted her hair away from her body.
 
   “Into the water.” Butchy pointed at the portal. “Nita!” he called a bit louder.
 
   Nita heard Butchy’s voice and her eyes flew open. She hadn’t even realized that they were closed. Now that they were open, she wondered what had happened in the last few seconds. The swamp, which was once calm and flat, was now speeding round and round, creating a large funnel.
 
   She blinked, wondering if what she was seeing was real. The waters around the whirlpool settled, but the inside kept up its furious movement, blurring and wavering with a magical glow.
 
   “Go into the water, Nita!” Butchy called as he charged into the swamp with Katya right behind him. She knew to do what their Fairy Goduncle told them to do, she trusted that he wouldn’t want harm to come to any of them, so she waded into the water.
 
   Leilanni and the alligator rose and fell, emerging from the water again.
 
   Butchy yelled, “Leilanni, we have an escape. Let go, follow us.” He turned to Nita and yelled. “Let’s, go!” Without any further explanation, he plunged into the spinning waters of the whirlpool head first. A flash of bright white light spewed up from the core of the funnel and Butchy was gone.
 
   Katya went in next. She didn’t dive in as Butchy had done, but hesitantly waded forward until she broke the barrier of calm around the portal. The swirling water caught her in its grasp and sucked her in. With a ferocious scream and another burst of white light, Katya was gone.
 
   Nita watched and then looked to Leilanni, she didn’t want to go in without her. “Leilanni!” She urgently called to her. “Come on!”
 
   “I’m coming,” Leilanni growled. “Just go.”
 
   “Not without you. I’m not leaving.”
 
   Leilanni forced the gator toward Nita and the portal. “I’m going to let go and jump once you’re through. Go now.” The gator whipped her to one side and she tightened her grasp, keeping the teeth that would have devoured her, tightly closed. “Go!” she ordered when Nita did not move fast enough.
 
   Nita still did not go, so Leilanni, now fairly close to the whirlpool, pushed with all her might, throwing him as far as possible. Spinning around, she hurtled toward Nita. Her arms caught Nita’s shoulders and embraced her. The two girls broke the barrier and then fell into the churning water of the portal. Their passage was sealed with the explosion of bright white light.
 
   Now, what these four did not see as they made the next step of their journey, was the alligator, who would not be bested. He opened his jaws and released a furious growl as he followed Leilanni and Nita. The animal lunged into the swirling water and was promptly sucked down into the portal after them.
 
   Nor did they see the massive black bear who charged fearlessly into the waters just as the portal was closing. His body covered the entire width of the shrinking whirlpool as he landed atop. The magic of the portal reached up and wrapped around him, dragging him down with a flash of bright white light, just as with each of the others.
 
   With the magic now completely on the other side of the portal, the wind died down and the water slowed, regaining its previous state of calm. The hot sun once again beat down on the dirty swamp, which appeared as if nothing had ever happened there.
 
   The water, though thick and brown, reflected the overhanging tree branches and the clouds in the sky. Amidst the images reflected, had anyone been around to see it, they would have caught sight of the wavering image of Goldalynn, her eyes narrowed in confusion.
 
   ***
 
   Goldalynn frowned as she leaned over the crystal, watching her bears in human skin enter a portal. She didn’t know where they had gone yet, but she would. Who was this last bear? Had one of the three changed back suddenly? Had she mistaken seeing them all enter the portal?
 
   It felt like a trick of the eyes, an illusion.
 
   Regardless, one or three, she still needed to find them and it was only a matter of time until she did. The first thing she planned to do was attempt to return them to their bear forms. If there was a way to turn them into humans, there most certainly had to be a way to change them back.
 
   There had to be.
 
   When she wasn’t watching them with the crystal, she frantically searched through every magical book she could get her hands on, trying to find the appropriate spell. So far, she had come across nothing of the sort.
 
   She sat back and her smile faded. What if there wasn’t a way? Perhaps she should just find new bears. She was going to have to wait until the next blue moon to attempt to bring William back anyway, she had plenty of time to arrange for new bears.
 
   The magic wielded by the fat, tutu garbed man, was not a magic she knew. This was different, something stronger than hers. The little man was obviously not human. He was powerful and strong, yet weak in other ways.
 
   And the portal … in all her research, she had never seen anything that would allow a person to travel from place to place through magic. She would have seen it if it existed in this world.
 
   She rose, pulling her cloak tight against her, and strode slowly away from the table holding her crystal. Perhaps, she thought, the magic was not of this world. That would explain it.
 
   Goldalynn was not above believing there could possibly be other realms with magical creatures living in them. With magic, anything was possible. On the other hand though, she had never once learned or heard of anything like that except in the childhood fairytale books her mother had read to her.
 
   With that thought in mind, she lifted her hand to examine her wound. When she’d first cast the spell on the bears, her wedding ring had caused a burn on her ring finger. Her Grandmother’s healing salve healed it quicker than any ointment she could acquire from a market. However, a tender pink scar still lingered. Enough time had passed for the pain to dull, allowing the return of the ring to its proper place on her finger. Although it still stung, she was unwilling to discard the symbol of her unity to William.
 
   She wandered into her bedroom, flicked on a small lamp, and shed the cloak. Leaving it on the back of a chair, she fell onto her bed and closed her eyes. Her body was beginning to shut down on her, she had used far too much magic over the last couple of days. Most of what magic consisted of was energy from the body of the witch. She was basically a vessel from which the energy transferred, so the more one used, the weaker they became.
 
   The dark-haired Goldalynn turned onto her side on the soft bed. As slumber tried to take her, she opened her eyes, fighting to keep them open.
 
   She reached for the framed picture of her love sitting on the small round table beside her bed. Gently, she ran her fingertips across the glass that encased the photograph. William’s face stared back at her, full of love and hope. He hadn’t a clue his life would end before it had really even begun.
 
   Goldalynn used the back of her hand to wipe the wetness from her cheeks. She had never spoken a word about the curse to William. Perhaps she should have … maybe then he would have been more cautious. Perhaps he would still be with her today. She had been positive that their love was stronger, that they would be the first in the family to rise above the curse with the power of their love.
 
   Goldie
 
   “William?” She’d heard his voice! It was him.
 
   Goldie, this is not the way.
 
   Wonderful, now she was hearing things. William was dead, gone from this world. Hearing him speak to her was impossible, so the only option was that she was going insane from the grief.
 
   My love, don’t shut me out. Open your mind.
 
   Angry with herself for being so weak that she imagined William speaking to her, she did the exact opposite of what the voice requested and closed her mind to anything but the journey ahead of her.
 
   Even as her tears fell and her body shook with sobs, Goldalynn had resentment and hate eating at the place in her heart where love once dwelt. She knew not what would ever replace the blackness that grew each day like a spreading disease.
 
   She replaced William’s picture and the precious calm of sleep finally found her, but only after her pillow was soaked with tears. Her mind did not stay closed for long, though. She dreamt of her love and wandered through bittersweet memories of days that would never come again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Magic is a fickle thing and rarely does what one would expect. The portal they fell into held true to that rule as it opened above a large parking lot and unceremoniously, spit them out one at a time.
 
   Leilanni let out an oomph as her body thumped against the hot pavement. Immediately shoving her hands over her head, she pushed away from the asphalt and regained her footing. Animal instincts in overdrive, she quickly assessed the situation. Almost simultaneously, the gator landed a few feet away, and snapping his jaw shut, he spun to face her. A loud hiss warned her of his impending strike and she leapt to her left just as he lunged.
 
   Bending her knees, she put her hands out in front of her and began weaving side to side. “Shhh. You’re all right.” She soothed.
 
   A thud followed with an expulsion of breath behind her, let her know that another of her party had joined them.
 
   “Sheesh!” Nita’s voice exclaimed.
 
   Keeping her eyes locked on the gator, Leilanni motioned to Nita. “Get back and stay there.”
 
   “Okay? How did you get here before me?” Nita responded.
 
   Piece by piece the landscape around her came into view. Thick black stone with unusual yellow lines blanketed the area. A heavily wooded forest surrounded the outside of the stone. Off to her left, a human dwelling stood next to an algae-covered pond.
 
   The gator lunged again and simultaneously, the flutter of Uncle Butchy’s wings created a light breeze that ruffled the back of Leilanni’s hair.
 
   She dodged the reptile again and began to circle him, drawing closer with each step.
 
   “Oh, snap!” Uncle Butchy declared.
 
   The beast clamped its jaws with a loud thwack, swinging his tail in a wide arc.
 
   Leilanni reached out and slapped it on the nose, causing it to chomp at her again. For several seconds they moved in a macabre dance; circling, weaving, and dodging around each other. As Katya’s squeal announced her arrival and distracted the slimy beast, Leilanni jumped on its back and slammed its maw shut.
 
   “Whoa,” Nita whispered in awe.
 
   “Double whoa,” Katya chimed in.
 
   Uncle Butchy’s slack jaw tightened as he smiled. “Damn, girl. You got it goin on!”
 
   Cocking her head to the side, Leilanni glared at him. “A little help here? If I let go...”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Umm ... well...”
 
   Leilanni found no humor in the situation. “Butchy.”
 
   “Yes. Yes that’ll work,” he said to no one in particular and danced up to the pair. Shoving his hand in his magical bag of tricks, he tossed the sparkling dust across the gator’s head.
 
   Before anyone could react, Leilanni found herself sitting astride the back of a very large, completely naked, human male with her hands wrapped tightly around his jaw.
 
   “For crying out loud!” Leilanni leapt to her feet. “A little warning would have been nice.”
 
   Nita pressed her hands against her cheeks and shook her head. “Here we go again.”
 
   Every muscle and sinew in the man’s body bulged as he rose to his feet and looked around in wonder.
 
   Katya pointed at the man’s nether region and exclaimed, “I’m pretty sure that’s not a hoo-ha.”
 
   Butchy’s face turned bright red and in a blink, the man was dressed in dark-blue jeans, a black tee-shirt, and black boots.
 
   The man ran his hand through his sleek raven locks. His eyes opened wide as his hands ran over his heavily muscled chest. He looked questioningly at Uncle Butchy, exclaiming, “Crikey! What’s this now?”
 
   Giving a short bow, Butchy responded, “G’day, um ... Paul. Yes, that’s the perfect name for you. Paul it is. Welcome to the chaos.” Then motioning to each of the girls, he said, “This is Nita, Katya, and of course you’ve already met Leilanni. I’m Butchy, and I guess I’m your Fairy Goduncle now, too.”
 
   “My fairy what? What am I? How did I get here?”
 
   Leilanni issued a loud groan. “We don’t have time for this, we need to figure out where we are and what we’re doing here.”
 
   Butchy grinned and patted Paul’s bulging bicep. “In time, my precious. We’ll explain as we go.”
 
   “Go? What do you mean go?” Leilanni sputtered. “We can’t take him with us. He just tried to eat us! We can’t trust him.”
 
   “Right,” Nita and Katya chimed in simultaneously.
 
   Crossing his arms, Uncle Butchy spouted, “Of course he must go with us. We must need him or he wouldn’t be here. There’s no such thing as coincidence.”
 
   The three girls traded uncertain glances.
 
   Shrugging, Nita said, “Fine. He can come with us, but,” she paused and pointed at the new arrival, “Leilanni is watching you and you’ve surely discovered she’s not to be messed with.”
 
   Paul nodded his head in acceptance and flashed a smile at the blonde warrior.
 
   As if in reply to his offer of friendship, she moved her head from side to side and popped her neck. “No funny business ... Paul.”
 
   Butchy’s wings fluttered lifting him off the ground. “Well, okay then. Now that we’re sorted, let’s check out the cabin. There’s a reason why we landed here.”
 
   ***
 
   Leilanni ran her hand in a circle around the pane of glass in an attempt to clear months of grime from the surface. The crud smeared, leaving a maze of spiraling lines in its wake. Sighing, she glanced at the filth now covering her fingertips and eyeing her once-white apparel, wiped her hand on the leg of her pants. Pulling the sleeve of her jacket over her fingers, she tried again. This time, the debris clung to her coat, allowing a small opening to peer into.
 
   As soon as she pressed her face against the glass, the sound of wood rending boomed through the structure. Spinning towards the noise, she saw Paul standing in the now open doorway of the cabin grinning like a fool.
 
   “There. No fuss no muss, mate.” He chuckled.
 
   She glared at him and directed his gaze to her dirty sleeve. “You could’ve said something before I ruined my coat.”
 
   Paul’s blue eyes glittered as he threw his head back and guffawed at her accusatory tone. “Sure. Blame it on me, why don’t you?”
 
   Intent on defending her friend, Katya’s voice answered harshly. “Of course it’s your fault. You attacked her in the marsh, remember? We were all just minding our own business, doing our thing, and then you jumped outta nowhere all hissing and teeth and stuff. If poor Lee Lee hadn’t jumped in to save us, we’d all be gator food by now.”
 
   Leilanni’s head jerked in Katya’s direction. “What did you just call me?”
 
   Emerald eyes sparkling with mirth, the red-haired vixen repeated, “Lee Lee. Leilanni is too long ... and it’s too hard to say.”
 
   Clenching her jaw, Leilanni’s face grew pink as she sputtered, “My real name isn’t even Leilanni, but I will tolerate it for now. If Lee Lee crosses your lips again, I’ll beat the human out of you.”
 
   Obviously offended, Katya’s eyes opened wide. “Well, I never! You just see if I take up for you again.” And spinning on one foot, she shoved Paul out of the way, and stomped inside the cabin.
 
   Rolling her eyes, Leilanni moved to follow her and ran abruptly into Paul’s heavily muscled chest. “Do you mind?”
 
   Giving her a curt nod, he stepped back, bowed, and dramatically waved his arm to the side. “After you ... Lee Lee.”
 
   She gently placed a hand on his chest, and smiling, rose on the tip of her toes bringing her face close to his. “If you ever call me that again, I will turn you into boots.”
 
   Unabashed, Paul pointedly glanced at her bare feet, winked, and motioned for Nita and Uncle Butchy to precede him.
 
   The cabin’s dark interior reeked of aged wood and rotting cloth. A stone fireplace took up half the space on the back wall. Two large rocking chairs and a small stool faced the empty hole. The other side of the room held a small grimy table with three more chairs, and just behind it, a wooden door hanging from the top hinge led to a staircase. Dust and grime blanketed numerous bookcases set against the outer walls.
 
   Katya’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “This is just gross, even by human standards.”
 
   Nita patted her shoulder and nodded in agreement, before turning to face Butchy. “What useful thing could we possibly find in here? It seems no one has lived here in ages.”
 
   Shrugging, Butchy motioned to Paul. “Check the upstairs. Might be something important up there.”
 
   As Paul moved to investigate, Leilanni cut in. “I’ll do it. You keep the gator here with you.”
 
   When Leilanni returned, only Uncle Butchy remained inside. “Where are the others?” she asked.
 
   “Outside. The smell is getting to them. So what’s up there?”
 
   A low growl rumbled through her chest as she headed toward the door. “You shouldn’t have left them alone with him. There’s no telling what he’ll do.”
 
   Butchy reached out and grabbed her arm as she passed. “You have to stop, child. He’s human now, just like you.”
 
   She glared at his hand on her arm until he removed it, and then locked eyes with him. “That is exactly the problem. If it weren’t for the fact that we need you, you wouldn’t be safe being left alone with me. Understand?”
 
   Pulling his mouth to the side, he made a tisking sound. “My poor, Leilanni. Neither your heart, nor mind, are animalistic. Only your instincts remain wild and beast-like.”
 
   Raising her chin in defiance, she answered, “It does not matter what you do to my body. I am Nanuk the hunter, and will remain so until my life force has left me.”
 
   Nodding, Butchy remained silent until she made her way out the door. His eye raised to the ceiling. “Has to learn to love? This one can’t even grasp being human.”
 
   The Queen’s soft voice answered in his head, Those who fight the hardest love the deepest, Butchy. Remain steadfast in your quest.
 
   His shoulders slumped and he gazed at the scuff patterns in the thick layers of dust on the wooden floor. Leilanni would be the hardest nut to crack, he was certain. Maybe if he could get her in a comfortable position, she’d relax and let her guard down a bit?
 
   He inhaled sharply and removed his wand from the inside pocket of his fur coat. His wings thrummed and lifted him from the floor. As he twirled it in a circle above his head, sparks sputtered from the tip, dissipating as they fell to the ground. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” he muttered. Bringing the wand under his nose, he squinted his eyes, and perused every last detail. “So you’re going to be like that? After all I’ve done for you?”
 
   This time he violently shook the twig. Sparks erupted from the end flying in all directions. Some landing on the soft fur of his coat with a hiss. “Yowie!” he yelled and immediately began smacking at the fur with his free hand. The stench of burnt hair added to the already dank, musty smell of the cabin.
 
   After glancing around to be sure no one had witnessed the debacle, Butchy reached into his pocket and carefully dropped a few specks of fairy dust on top of the gnarled stick. “Now enough is enough. Get to it.”
 
   Streams of glittering light spewed from the wand in intricate patterns, weaving around the room. Dust evaporated, leaving a sparkling clean sheen where the filth had been. Torn curtains brightened and repaired themselves, books in the bookcases took on the glossy glow of cleanliness. Even the long dead flowers in the window planter had returned to life. Within a matter of seconds, the entire cabin smelled as good as it looked.
 
   Smiling at a job well done, Uncle Butchy fluttered out the door to find his wards.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Glancing over her shoulder to see what all the fuss was about, Leilanni saw Katya throw back her head and cover her mouth with her hand. Unfortunately, the hand didn’t keep that atrocious sound from echoing across the clearing. Giggling, Uncle Butchy called it. The name of the act was just as ridiculous as the act itself.
 
   Shaking her head, she returned to the task of catching dinner. Hip deep in the pond, she ignored the chilling numbness moving up her legs, and waited patiently for a fish worthy of dinner to pass by. Uncle Butchy had provided her with the equipment humans used for fishing, but after several minutes of trying to cast the line and having it caught in trees, she gave up. Regardless of the changes in her body, she was a bear and if bears knew anything at all ... it was how to fish.
 
   Hunched over with her hands out from her sides, she scrutinized the water around her. Her eyes weren’t nearly as good in this form, but they were still good enough to watch the ripples and gauge the size of what swam beneath. Tension mounted in her shoulders and finally, she eyed a rather large ripple heading her way. Half a breath later, her hands plunged into the water and brought up a wriggling catfish. It flopped, wagged, and slithered through her hands as she fought to hold it. Without any claws to secure it, Leilanni did the only reasonable thing she could think of, and tossed it forcefully over her head, back towards the beach. Turning to see if it had reached the desired destination, she watched as it slapped against Paul’s head and bounced to the ground.
 
   “Crikey! What’s the deal?” he protested.
 
   She shrugged and didn’t even attempt to hide her grin. “Shouldn’t sneak up on me.”
 
   Still wiping fish slime from the side of his face, he responded, “Butchy sent me to ask when you’d have dinner.”
 
   Leilanni glared over his shoulder at Katya and Nita relaxing on the cabin’s porch, and muttered, “Dinner would be quicker if I had some help.”
 
   Paul defensively placed his hands in front of his body. “I offered to help. You said you’d rather be alone.”
 
   “Harrumph. Yes, I did. And yet there you stand. You obviously have issues with following directions. Is that a gator thing?”
 
   Paul’s shoulder’s sagged as he shook his head and glanced away. “Look, I don’t know what your real beef is. I don’t know if I even care. I was in my swamp, minding my own business when four meals came upon me. What would you have done? You’re all high and mighty with the ‘I’m a bear’ thing. Can’t say as I know many bears, but an animal eats. That’s what we do.”
 
   Leilanni cocked her head to the side. “I get it. But animals don’t eat me. Ever.”
 
   Paul smirked. “Technically, I didn’t eat you, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
 
   Exhaling, her lips pulled to the side.
 
   Looking over her shoulder, he lifted his chin towards the pond. “It will go faster if I help.”
 
   Her bottom lip sunk in under her teeth as she weighed his offer. Finally sighing in resignation, she said, “Fine. I’ll toss. You catch.”
 
   Within a few minutes the two had acquired more than enough fish to feed the group. Paul dropped the last floppy morsel into the basket Butchy had provided and shut the lid. Motioning toward the cabin, he asked, “You ready?”
 
   “You go ahead. We did the work, they can prepare them.”
 
   Paul gave her a confused look, picked up the basket, and turned towards the now well-lit cabin.
 
   “Hey, Paul?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Uncle Butchy is going to insist on cooking those, so if you want yours fresh...”
 
   Paul’s eyes grew wide. “What? Seriously? Why would he ruin a perfectly good fish?”
 
   Leilanni chuckled and answered, “Some crap about being human. Anyhow, just thought I’d warn you.”
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Leilanni wrinkled her nose as the acrid odor of cooked flesh assailed her nostrils. She shivered as the cool night breeze washed over her wet clothing. She knew it was ridiculous to be lying on the beach by the pond when she could just as easily been warm and cozy in the house by the fire. With almost no time alone since this whole thing started, being by herself was what Leilanni craved the most.
 
   Bears in general are not social creatures. Polar Bears ... even less so. And now, here she was with two other bears, a freaking fairy, and a gator of all things. To make matters worse, none of them seemed even remotely capable of protecting themselves. Well, except for Paul. He might be skilled enough.
 
   Shaking her head, she hopped up from the sand and tossed a stone at the water. “This whole thing is not fair,” she called out to no one in particular. “Why should I be responsible for all of them?”
 
   Although she hadn’t really been expecting a response, part of her had hoped that someone would answer. Anyone at all.
 
   She turned her head toward the cabin as Katya’s voice echoed across the clearing. “Lee Lee! Dinner is ready!”
 
   Growling, she headed toward the dwelling. “I’m going to kill that girl someday, mark my words...”
 
   ***
 
   Seated around the rectangular table, the group looked like a normal family waiting to dig into the night’s feast. Uncle Butchy had hidden his wings and now sported spiky platinum locks. He’d traded his faux fur for a lovely satin housecoat, and other than the fact it was Magenta trimmed in baby pink, he looked like a man of means about to partake of his evening’s meal.
 
   Katya and Nita had donned pink and black plaid pajamas, and even Paul looked comfortable in a pair of grey sweats with a matching tee shirt. Only Leilanni looked out of place and out of sorts.
 
   She glared at the ruffled lace on the sleeves of the nearly transparent night gown Butchy had placed her in, before staring daggers in his direction.
 
   Catching her look, he shot back, “It’s beautiful. You look like an angel. Is gratitude an impossible emotion for you to experience?”
 
   Nita reached out and patted Butchy’s arm. “You know flowing lace gowns aren’t something Leilanni would appreciate. That’s much better suited for Katya.”
 
   Grinning, Katya chimed in, “Yes, please! This is cute, but that is so much better.”
 
   Butchy grunted and pulled out his wand. “Fine. Albieto.”
 
   In a snap, Katya was wearing the luxurious negligee while Leilanni wrapped her arms around her completely naked body.
 
   He giggled uncontrollably as her face transformed from pale white to beet red.
 
   Nita smacked his arm. “Fix it, now! How dare you?”
 
   Wiping away tears from his cheeks, he pointed the wand at Leilanni again and she was instantly garbed in a black tank top with matching shorts.
 
   Nita reached across the table to take Leilanni’s hand, but was immediately put off as the angry blonde jerked it from her grasp.
 
   “Don’t,” Leilanni muttered. Then shoving her chair back, she jumped up and stomped out of the room.
 
   “Oh Butchy, how could you?” Nita asked. “That was just mean.”
 
   Katya remained quiet and crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   Scanning the faces of the three, Butchy finally sighed. “I was just having some fun.”
 
   Nita shook her head. “I don’t know much about the human world, but I do know that embarrassing someone in front of other people isn’t a nice thing to do.”
 
   “Someone should go after her,” Paul interjected.
 
   “Not me. Lee Lee doesn’t even like me most of the time,” Katya countered.
 
   Nita looked pointedly at Uncle Butchy.
 
   He pursed his lips and crossed his arms.
 
   “Uncle Butchy,” Nita reprimanded.
 
   He shook his head from side to side.
 
   Sighing heavily, Paul slid his chair away from the table and stood. “I’ll go. She’s been wanting to kill me anyhow. Now she’ll have an excuse.”
 
   ***
 
   Leilanni heard his footsteps before he came into view. “What do you want? Just leave me alone.” With that, she tossed a large stone into the pond. It landed with a resounding kerplunk.
 
   Paul kept his eyes on the ground and kicked at some loose gravel with the toe of his shoe. “Just checking on you. You okay?”
 
   Spinning to face him she spat, “No, I am not okay. I am anything but okay. I am supposed to be a bear. I am supposed to be headed to the northern part of the Arctic right now, chasing seals and fattening up for winter. I am a killer, not a human. And more importantly, I don’t want to be human.”
 
   Sighing, Paul plopped on the beach. “And I am supposed to be in the outback in my swamp eating anything that comes too close. Look, I understand why you’re pissed off. I don’t know that any of us are too terribly happy to be in this situation. Maybe if you’d quit fighting so hard, and learn to accept it, you’d get to the end of the game quicker.”
 
   Leilanni turned back to the pond and threw in another stone. “Just go away, gator boy.”
 
   Hearing the defeat in her tone, he grinned, picked up a pebble, and threw it over her shoulder into the water. “Nope. I’m staying right here. If you want to get rid of me, you’ll have to kill me.”
 
   Leilanni choked off a laugh before replying, “Don’t tempt me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he answered.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, the girls woke, and per Butchy’s orders, went out to the pond to bathe. The winged maniac, as Leilanni liked to call him, had provided them with soft, oversized towels and numerous bottles of scented body wash along with shampoo.
 
   One by one, they picked up the bottles and sniffed the smelly contents. Katya loved them all and tried each of them. She’d lathered up and dunked herself so many times that Nita said, “You better stop. You’re going to rub holes in your skin.”
 
   After they’d finished and were wrapped in the big fluffy towels, Butchy appeared with clothing piled high in his arms. “Here you go,” he grinned. “Just put these on, and I’ll take care of your hair.”
 
   Peeking his head out the open front door, Paul yelled, “Breakfast. Come and get it.”
 
   “Good. I’m starving!” Katya answered.
 
   Tightly clutching her towel in one hand, Leilanni motioned for Butchy to turn around, while yelling, “Be there in a minute. Shut the door!”
 
   “Really?” Butchy raised an eyebrow, but turned his back to them.
 
   The moment Leilanni was certain neither Paul nor Butchy could see her, she dropped the towel and held up a pair of jeans. Glancing over at Katya, who had already donned a pair of pale yellow, tightly-fitted pants and was busy buttoning a frothy, white tank with miniature yellow flowers, she thought, Shouldn’t be too hard then.
 
   Eyeing the first undergarment, she tentatively shoved her right leg in. It slid in like butter and she smiled. Next, she picked up her left foot and slipped it into the other side. Once again, it went in smoothly. Chuckling at herself for making such a big deal about such a little thing, she quickly pulled them up and moved on to the second undergarment.
 
   Holding it by one strap, she looked at the other two girls, asking, “Did you guys--”
 
   “Yep,” Katya grinned.
 
   Nita nodded and moved to help her. “Here, like this,” she said and twisted the double humped monstrosity so that the humps were behind her back. “Then you just twist it back around and slip your arms in here, like so.”
 
   Leilanni slid her arms through the straps and adjusted herself. “This is ridiculous. And uncomfortable. Why in the world would humans choose to wear these?”
 
   The other girls shrugged and Butchy let out a chortle. “Honey, women have been griping about it for years, they even tried burning them in the 60s.”
 
   Leilanni’s grey tank went on quickly and for a moment she stood staring at the faded jeans that looked impossibly small.
 
   Sighing, she stuck in one leg and then the other with no trouble at all. Smiling, she pulled on the waistband of the pants and promptly fell on her butt with the fabric lodged just below her hips. “Are you kidding me? These are too small, Butchy!”
 
   “Nonsense,” Butchy exclaimed without turning around. “They are exactly your size. Besides, they stretch. They’re supposed to be tight when you put them on.”
 
   Both Nita and Katya extended a hand, and taking one in each, Leilanni allowed them to pull her to her feet.
 
   Taking a wider stance, Leilanni carefully tugged at one side of the waistband and then the other until she’d inched them up mid hip. “They don’t fit,” she repeated. “I can’t get them all the way up.”
 
   “Jump,” Butchy replied.
 
   “Butchy, maybe you should just get her another pair,” Nita interjected.
 
   “Mine didn’t do that,” Katya agreed.
 
   “Oh for cryin’ out loud,” Butchy declared. Turning around, he stomped up to Leilanni, grabbed her waistband, and ordered, “Jump. Now.”
 
   Leilanni jumped and the jeans moved a fraction.
 
   “Again,” he ordered. “Harder this time.”
 
   Leilanni obeyed and the pants went the rest of the way up.
 
   “Now suck in,” Butchy said. She did as he asked, while he quickly buttoned and zipped her pants. “There. And they look great on you! Turn around.”
 
   Leilanni’s pained expression matched her voice. “I can’t move. They’re too tight.”
 
   “Oh, my stars!” Butchy exclaimed. “Must you be so flipping difficult? Just bend over and loosen them up. Looking good is painful ... and work. Do you think I just pull off all this fabulousness without any effort at all?” Gesturing down the length of his super-sized body, the fur coat slid to the side revealing his ample, muffin-top waistline.
 
   After several bends and squats, Leilanni could not only move, but breathe as well. “I hate clothes,” she muttered.
 
   “I love clothes!” Katya replied with a grin.
 
   Before the irritated blonde could respond, Paul once again yelled from the cabin. “You guys coming? It’s getting cold.”
 
   “On our way,” Katya answered, then motioning to the others, she headed inside. Both Nita and Leilanni stopped in their tracks and stared at the two strange looking humps protruding from Katya’s back.
 
   Butchy doubled over with laughter, tears rolling down his face, he choked out, “Sweetie, we have a problem.”
 
   Leilanni smacked Butchy on the shoulder, sending him reeling to the side, “What the hell did you to do her? She’s deformed!”
 
   Still laughing, Butchy exclaimed, “I didn’t do that. She’s got it on wrong.”
 
   Just a few minutes later, after Nita had kindly helped Katya fix her wardrobe malfunction, Katya eyed Butchy’s ample form and asked, “I don’t get it, your bosoms are bigger than mine. Why don’t you have this contraption on?”
 
   Completely offended by her remark, the fairy pulled his fur coat tighter around him and stormed into the cabin.
 
   Paul had placed five bowls of a thick, chunky, tan substance on the table. Watery lines pooled throughout the grotesque meal.
 
   Katya’s horrified expression seemed almost comical. Speechless, she pointed at the table.
 
   Leilanni’s voice mirrored Katya’s disgust. “What is that? I am not eating that reputable garbage.”
 
   “Repugnant, Leilanni,” Uncle Butchy interjected.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “The word you’re trying to say is repugnant.” Uncle Butchy answered.
 
   “I don’t care if the word is repugnant or not. That is not food!”
 
   Butchy waved his hand at the table. “Oh sit down. It’s just oatmeal and it’s very good for you. You need to keep these bodies strong and healthy if you want to beat Goldalynn. Humans don’t eat just meat.”
 
   The girls took their seats and picking up the spoons placed by the side of each bowl, began to pick at the food stuff.
 
   Uncle Butchy rolled his eyes and pulled out his wand. Waving it over the table, he produced a small crystal container with what appeared to be light brown dirt inside. “There. Quit your bitchin’ and try some of that.”
 
   Leilanni cocked her head to the side. “So you want us to put dirt on the slop, and then eat it? Seriously?”
 
   “It’s not dirt you, nincompoop! It’s sugar. Brown sugar to be precise. Now eat or starve, and enough with the chit chat.”
 
   The girls took turns dropping a spoonful of the substance on their breakfast, but Katya was the only one brave enough to try it. She took half a spoonful, brought it to her nose, and sniffed. “It smells okay,” she said.
 
   Opening her mouth just enough to allow the spoon’s entry, she took a deep breath and pushed the substance into her mouth. Her eyes immediately grew wide. “This is good. Try it! I want some more dirt, too.” She laughed.
 
   “Sugar, Katya. It’s not dirt,” Butchy chuckled.
 
   She nodded as she grabbed the sugar bowl and ladled on a thick layer.
 
   Butchy watched as the three girls ate. Katya shoveled hers in as fast as she could. Nita ate slowly as if each bite were troublesome. And Leilanni, winced each time she took a bite. “What’s the problem girls? Is it really that bad?”
 
   “Mine’s perfect,” Katya mumbled over a mouthful of food.
 
   Nita put her spoon on the table. “It tastes okay, but it’s kinda cold.”
 
   Also mumbling over the food, Leilanni answered, “It’s good, but it’s really hot. Maybe we should trade, Nita?”
 
   Butchy’s gaze darted around the room. “No way! What are the odds?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Katya asked.
 
   Leaning in, he scrutinized their faces and asked, “Just curious, how did you three sleep last night?”
 
   Katya shrugged. “Quite well, actually.”
 
   Crossing her arms, Nita answered with a question. “What are you getting at, Uncle Butchy?”
 
   “Just answer the question, Nita.” He replied.
 
   “I slept okay, I guess. The mattress was a little too soft for me, but I’m not really used to sleeping in beds.”
 
   “And you?” Uncle Butchy pointed to Leilanni. “How did you sleep?”
 
   “The ground would have been more comfortable. That bed felt like it was made of stone.”
 
   Cocking his head to the side, Butchy grinned and let out a snort. “Well this shouldn’t be too unexpected I suppose. Considering.”
 
   “Considering what?” Nita asked.
 
   “Never mind.” He shook his head and continued laughing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   After the breakfast mess had been whisked away by Uncle Butchy’s magic wand, they began searching the interior of the cabin for some clues as to what had brought them here. They started in the living room, going through each book on the shelves and checking every last drawer, crack and crevice they could find. Less than an hour had passed before they were interrupted by a knock at the front door.
 
   The girls traded uncertain glances as Butchy put his index finger to his lips.
 
   Three more loud knocks echoed through the small cabin accompanied by a gruff voice saying, “I know you’re in there. Park Ranger, open up.”
 
   “What’s a Park Ranger?” Katya asked.
 
   “Shhh,” Butchy hissed. “I’ll handle this. You four just smile and stay quiet.” Then making his wings invisible, he went to the door and pulled it open just far enough to peer through the crack. “How can I help you, Officer?”
 
   The moment the door opened, Leilanni sniffed, and before she could stop it, a low growl rumbled in her chest.
 
   Butchy’s shoulders stiffened as he awaited the man’s response. His eyes darted over the ranger taking in his complete lack of uniform, the jagged scar on his semi-bearded face, and the overall unkempt appearance of the man. If this man is a Park Ranger, I’ll eat my hat, he thought. Who ever heard of a Park Ranger in black leather?
 
   “What was the holdup? The place isn’t that big,” the man barked.
 
   “Hold up?” Butchy innocently replied.
 
   The man shook his shaggy locks. “Never mind. What are you doing in this house and where are the previous occupants?”
 
   Smiling serenely, Butchy responded, “It’s a rental, so I’m not certain who stayed here before. Sorry I couldn’t help more.”
 
   Just as he attempted to close the door, the so-called ranger stuck his booted toe in the gap and pushed it open wider. His gaze immediately fell on the three young women. “Well, well. What have we here? I thought you were alone.”
 
   Butchy shoved his shoulders back and raised his chin. He didn’t attempt to hide his scathingly indignant tone as he spoke. “I don’t believe you asked how many of us were here. And I’d greatly appreciate it if you’d kindly refrain from ogling my nieces.”
 
   Paul cleared his throat, stepped into the ranger’s line of sight, and crossed his massive arms over his chest.
 
   “And he is?” the ranger asked.
 
   “My nephew. Now, we were in the middle of something, so if you are finished here...”
 
   The ranger shook his head and peered around the room. “I just need to take a look around first, and if everything seems on the up and up, I’ll leave shortly.”
 
   Leilanni popped her neck and moved into position beside Paul.
 
   Nita quickly followed suit. Something about the man did not smell right. Humans have a distinct odor and this man smelled more beast than man. Although the scent was familiar, she couldn’t quite place it. Regardless, something was off and even Katya, who usually seemed oblivious to most things, looked nervous.
 
   Clearing his throat, Butchy said, “Yes, well ... do you have a warrant? As a matter of fact, I’d like to see your identification. Forgive me for sounding out of sorts, but your appearance is certainly not what one would expect of a Park Ranger.”
 
   The man moved to step towards Butchy and found himself lying on the ground at the bottom of the porch steps with both Paul and Leilanni standing over him.
 
   Leilanni’s husky voice dripped with rage. “I think it’s time you leave.”
 
   The man growled as he sat up and sniffed. His eyes grew wide as he once again breathed in her scent.
 
   Paul and Leilanni stepped back as the man stood. His eyes darted between them as he spoke. “This is new, but then again, anything is possible.” Then turning his eyes on Butchy, he continued, “Cut the crap, and tell me where the old broad and the kid are. I’ll leave when they’re in my custody.”
 
   “I haven’t the slightest idea of whom you’re speaking. Like I said, we’re just renting. Your presence is no longer welcome here, so unless you’d like my young friends to escort you from the premises...”
 
   Allowing his dark eyes to wander over Leilanni’s curves, the man replied, “Don’t threaten me with a good time. You might not like my answer.”
 
   Glaring, Paul took one step forward and stood nose to nose with the guy. “Don’t tempt me.”
 
   The man nodded, slipped his hand in his pocket, pulled out a small card and flipped it in Paul’s face. “Fine, I’ll go. You guys come to your senses and decide to spill the beans, give me a call. There’s a five thousand dollar reward for information leading to the capture of the fugitives.”
 
   On guard, they motionlessly watched until he disappeared into the trees at the far edge of the clearing.
 
   Uncle Butchy let out a relieved sigh. “That man was no ranger. Not even close.”
 
   “That man was no man,” Katya replied.
 
   Paul, Nita, and Leilanni nodded in agreement.
 
   “What was he?” Butchy asked.
 
   Leilanni shook her head. “I’m not sure. He smelled of dog, wolf maybe. Not the smell humans get from being around them though. This was different.”
 
   Still staring at the edge of the woods, Paul said, “He’s dangerous, whatever he is. Predators know when they are in the presence of another.”
 
   The girls nodded.
 
   Butchy glanced at the spot where the man had disappeared and said, “Well, whether he is or not, we have work to do. Let’s figure out what called us here, so we can skedaddle.”
 
   ***
 
   The sun had descended below the treetops before they finally gave up the search. In a small wooden box hidden under one of the beds upstairs, they’d found pictures of a beautiful young woman holding a baby, and some of a little girl. Probably remnants of the previous occupants, but there was no way to be sure who they were or where they had gone.
 
   After a dinner of flame-broiled fish and fresh greens, which the girls choked down only because Butchy had made such a big deal about keeping their human bodies healthy, they all sat around the fireplace and discussed the matter.
 
   “Is it possible we were brought here to find the missing lady and girl?” Nita asked. “Maybe they need our help.”
 
   Butchy sighed. “I suppose it is possible. Anything is possible. I need to leave you kids for awhile and go do a little research. The longer it takes to figure out why we are here, the longer we’ll be stuck. Goldalynn could show up anytime and we most certainly don’t want to run into her again.”
 
   Katya, who had remained quietly staring into the fire for most of the evening’s conversation, finally spoke up. “What do you think they did?”
 
   “Huh?” Butchy’s head turned in her direction.
 
   “The old lady and the kid. What could they have done to put them on that animal’s radar? Something’s not right about this,” she responded.
 
   “I’m more concerned with what he is and when he’s coming back,” Leilanni said.
 
   Paul rose from his position on the floor and stretched. “He’s an idiot if he comes back. We may not have figured out what exactly he is, but he knows we’re not quite human either. That ought to scare him enough to stay clear.”
 
   Leilanni raised her eyes to Paul’s heavily muscled arms and quickly looked away. “Doesn’t strike me as someone who scares easily.”
 
   Grinning, Paul replied as he walked to the door, “Don’t worry, Lee Lee. I’ll protect you.”
 
   Seconds later, something soft thumped against the back of his head.
 
   She laughed as he slowly turned, glanced at the pillow lying at his feet, and met her gaze. “I got this. You just worry about those boots.”
 
   ***
 
   In the wee hours of the night, Butchy carefully tiptoed through the cabin making sure all the occupants were sound asleep. As he moved to the front door, Paul’s soft snoring suddenly stopped. Butchy’s entire body stiffened as he stood completely still. A few seconds later, Paul sputtered and the rhythmic breathing began again. Sighing with relief, Butchy thought better of his plan, took his true tiny form, and flew through the narrowly opened window.
 
   Butchy was no different than any other magical creature, especially those of the faerie variety. Admitting they were wrong was a complete and total loss of face. Even worse, admitting they had no idea what they were doing ... well, that was unheard of. Fairies were created solely to keep the world of men in balance with the magical realms. They had to know what they were doing at all times. And poor Butchy? He had no clue why they were at their present location and what exactly they should be looking for. So to him, setting off to speak to the Fairy Historian and Secret Keeper was just about his only option. If anyone would be able to help them, he was sure it would be the Secret Keeper.
 
   Once outside the cabin, he twirled his wand and pointed it directly at the forest. A beam of sparkling pink light shot out a few feet ahead and dispersed into a cloud of glittering purple. He took one last look at the cabin behind and flew into the magical mist.
 
   In less than half a breath, he was on the other side, smack dab in the middle of the Faerie Realm, floating in front of Crann na Beatha, which was home base for all fairy operations everywhere.
 
   Smiling, he reveled in the beauty of his home. In the magical realms every color imaginable shined brighter than any in the human world. Growing in the vast open clearing surrounding the Crann, flowers of every species and hue filled the warm air with delicate fragrances. Lush, thick grass danced and swayed in unison with the joyful breeze like sprites during a spring festival.
 
   Crann na Beatha itself was a spectacular site to behold. Legends from the dawn of time told of the magically imbued seed from a white ash tree, planted by Mother Nature. With love and time, the seed grew into a tree of epic proportions, and when it finally reached its full potential ... the magic of the tree gave birth to the Faerie Realm and its inhabitants. Fairies, Sprites, Nymphs, Brownies, and more, burst into existence simultaneously. Upon their arrival, they built their homes, storage facilities, archives, and even an armory right into the branches and trunk. And at the very tip top, nestled at the base of the highest reaching limb, sat the Hall of Secrets, home to the Fairy Historian and Secret Keeper.
 
   The hub of any and all important fairy business, the Crann had a continuous flow of creatures buzzing about and today was no different.
 
   A winsome translucent-winged female sprite called out to him, “Hey, Butchy! Heard about the new gig. Grats on that!”
 
   “Thanks, Tilda,” he hollered back.
 
   Keeping his eyes tilted down, Butchy buzzed up into the upper branches hoping to sneak into the Hall of Secrets before anyone else noticed his arrival. He almost made it, too. Unfortunately, just as he was about to open the door to the hall, it opened from the inside and he came face to face with the one person he’d hoped to avoid at all costs.
 
   Her face lit up the moment she saw him, but the smile quickly turned into a frown. Her silver hair, pulled into a tight bun on the top of her head, still reminded him of a crown.
 
   Tucking an ancient book bound in dark brown leather under her arm, she straitened the folds of her azure dress. “Bartholomew, don’t you have charges to look after? What would the Queen say if she knew you were shirking your duties already?”
 
   “Hello, Mother. Nice to see you, too.”
 
   Smile returning, the wrinkles in her face grew impossibly deeper. “Well of course I’m glad to see you, dear. But really, it’s not even been a week and you’re already out gallivanting around?”
 
   Butchy stuck his hands in his pocket and looked at his feet. As much as he tried not to do it, he couldn’t stop himself from kicking a knot on the limb. “I’m here to see the Secret Keeper.” Raising his gaze to meet hers, he continued, “And this is strictly business. There’s something very unusual going on. I need to get to the bottom of it.”
 
   “Well, that’s a completely different matter then, isn’t it? Do come in. I’ll try to help as much as I’m able.”
 
   “No offense, Mother, but I really need the Secret Keeper for this.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m afraid that’s quite impossible. Your father is away at the moment. Looks like you’ll have to deal with me.”
 
   “Lovely,” he said and rolled his eyes.
 
   “I’ve just finished having tea, but there’s a spot or two left. We’ll warm it up and have a little chat. It’s periwinkle, your favorite.”
 
   Butchy didn’t bother to inform her that he’d never liked periwinkle or any other kind of tea. He knew she would have argued about the subject for an hour and he didn’t have that kind of time.
 
   Now, it wasn’t that Butchy didn’t love his mother. In fact, he loved her very much. However, being who she was, and due to her history of charges, his mother always acted as if she knew more than every other fairy in the kingdom. Except for the Queen. His mother thought the sun rose and set with the Queen.
 
   Seated on an overstuffed chair in the grand sitting room, Butchy kept to the point and doggedly refused to offer too much information. “So you see,” he concluded, “I haven’t the slightest idea why we ended up at the cabin and what we are supposed to do there.”
 
   His mother leaned back in her chair and smiled. “Darling, everything happens for a reason. My guess is that it has something to do with the old lady and the little girl. You should find them. Maybe they need your help. This character looking for them sounds monstrous. Anyhow,” she said as she stood. “That’s all the time I have today. Her Majesty has appointed me Fairy Godmother of a lovely new child. She’s going to be quite famous some day. Another savior of her kingdom. I do so love working in the magical realms. I don’t envy your position in the human world. Beastly place if you ask me.”
 
   Butchy’s reddened cheeks belied the calm sarcasm in his voice. “That’s it? That’s all the advice you’re going to give me?”
 
   “It’s enough. Just remember, everything happens for a reason. Really, Bartholomew, you should know that by now.” And with that, she twirled her wand over her head and disappeared.
 
   Biting the edge of his lip, he suppressed the urge to yell after her, “My name is Butchy, Mother!” Instead, he repeated her actions exactly and teleported back to the cabin.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Just after daybreak Butchy informed his charges of his plans to find the missing occupants of the cabin. Deciding they could cover more ground in smaller groups, Nita paired up with Katya, and incredibly, Leilanni agreed to go with Paul without even the slightest argument. Butchy, claiming magical superiority had opted to go out alone.
 
   “This is going to be like finding a needle in a haystack,” Butchy muttered as he surveyed the trees.
 
   “Well it’s your idea and I don’t see that we have much of a choice,” Nita replied.
 
   “How will we know if we’ve found a clue?” Katya asked.
 
   “It could be any little thing, a swatch of material, maybe the scent of something innately human. It might be very small, but then again it could be extremely large,” Butchy answered.
 
   Leilanni shook her head and rolled her eyes. “So basically you have no stinking idea? Great.”
 
   Propping one hand on his hip, Butchy pointed his index finger at her and wagged it back and forth. “Now listen here, chica. You will not use that tone with me, understand? If I knew what it was, we’d be gone already. I’ve had just about enough of your lip for this lifetime, so stuff it and do as you’re told.”
 
   “How are we supposed to find it then?” Nita interjected before Leilanni lost her temper.
 
   Butchy’s face pinched and grew red. Placing his hands on his hips, he sputtered, “How dare you? Just who do you think you are anyhow? After all I’ve done for--”
 
   Thump. A chunk of a fallen branch from a nearby tree smacked against his head interrupting his diatribe.
 
   Stunned, Butchy’s eyes darted from one face to the next, looking for the culprit. Almost equally shocked at the assault on their Fairy God-uncle, the group exchanged looks of total surprise. No one had moved even the slightest bit, and there certainly hadn’t been enough time for any of them to retrieve the branch, let alone throw it without being seen.
 
   Eyeing the woods around them, the hint of a smile played at the corner of Leilanni’s mouth, but she remained silent.
 
   “All right. Which one of you did that?” Butchy barked.
 
   Paul scratched his head and moved it side to side while simultaneously, the girls shrugged.
 
   “You,” the fairy pointed to Leilanni, “Why are you smiling? You hit me!”
 
   Leilanni spat on the ground, wiped her chin, and glared at him. “I’m smiling because it’s funny. You are so full of bull shoes. We are supposed to follow you blindly and you don’t even know where you’re going.”
 
   “I think you mean bullshit,” Nita interjected.
 
   Locking stormy eyes on Nita, she growled, “Don’t tell me what I mean.”
 
   “Lee Lee, don’t be rude. Nita is just trying to help,” Katya said.
 
   A low gurgle started deep in Leilanni’s chest and as she threw her head back, grew into a full blown roar. All around them particles of dirt and dead leaves lifted and began swirling around them like a funnel cloud starting to form. Soon twigs and larger sticks joined the mix making the dust devil more dangerous.
 
   “Calm down, Leilanni. Take a deep breath,” Butchy soothed.
 
   Opening her eyes, the enraged girl gasped. The dense funnel abruptly stopped moving and the contents fell to the woodland floor.
 
   Leilanni doubled over, breathing heavily as if she’d just run a marathon. “What ... did ... you ... do to me?” she sputtered.
 
   “It can’t be. I mean, it shouldn’t be. Unless...”
 
   “Unless what?” Nita responded.
 
   “Unless when the spells collided... But, that can’t be. I mean it just doesn’t happen.”
 
   Nita’s eyes moved from Leilanni to Butchy and narrowed. “Could you be specific?”
 
   Butchy glanced at each member of the group, and then out around the clearing. Leaning in, he whispered, “Full-blooded humans cannot have magic. They just can’t. It’s against every rule of magic there is. They can own items that have magical properties, but that it all.”
 
   “What about Goldalynn?” Katya asked.
 
   “Shhh! Keep your voice down,” Butchy hissed. Motioning for them to come closer, he looked around again before whispering, “Goldalynn is a witch. Witches are witches, they are not full-blooded humans. You are full-blooded humans.”
 
   “How can we be full-blooded humans, when we used to be bears?” Nita hissed back.
 
   “Because you just are. That’s the way the spell works.”
 
   Still semi-shocked over creating the debris tornado, Leilanni rubbed her face and shook her head. “I don’t care what we are. I want this over with. I want to go home. The sooner we get out of here, the sooner I can do that. So quit all this yacking and let’s find the old lady.”
 
   Katya moved to rest a reassuring hand on Leilanni’s shoulder, but before she could squeeze, the blonde warrior jerked away from her touch and glared. “Not now, Katya.”
 
   Katya furiously attempted to blink away the moisture filling her eyes.
 
   Glancing at the sorrowful redhead, Leilanni’s gaze drifted to the disapproving expressions of the rest of the group.
 
   She shook her head and exclaimed, “Farking ridiculous!” Raising her spritely nose into the air, she sniffed and without hesitation, stormed off into the trees heading in a westward direction.
 
   Shrugging, Butchy tossed his head to the side and called after, “The word is fucking, you dyke headed gutter troll.”
 
   “Really?” Nita interjected. “Why do you push her so? Can’t you see she’s having the most difficult time of any of us adapting to this new world? I don’t understand why anyone would choose a creature who was so immature and completely devoid of compassion, to be the protector of anyone or anything!”
 
   Nita didn’t wait for Butchy’s response. Instead, she sped off after Leilanni in hopes of soothing her friend’s wounded spirit.
 
   Katya and Paul simultaneously stepped in stride behind Nita and within seconds, Butchy stood in the clearing completely alone.
 
   “Well that went smashingly,” he said aloud.
 
   Julio had frequently complained that he lacked proper empathy for those around him. Maybe there was something to that after all. It’s not like he meant to be a douche. People just didn’t seem to get his sarcasm and humor. Was it his fault if lesser species couldn’t understand his evolved sense of humor? Of course not!
 
   Butchy’s wings ceremoniously clapped together and raised him a few feet from the ground. Indignant, he began to carefully flick each morsel of debris from his faux, fox-fur jacket. After a few moments, he sighed and finally gave up. He cocked his head to the side, giving his next wardrobe change more thought than he’d bothered to give the morning’s scavenger hunt. Hmm. Something rugged. Wears well. Not too much bling because we are in a forest after all. Maybe something a bit native. Yes, that’s the ticket.
 
   His lips spread ear to ear as he swished his wand over his head. In an instant, fringed chocolate suede trousers with a matching duster style coat replaced the fur. His blouse and boots added candy apple as the accent color to his new design. Long raven braids tied with strips of red silk finished the effect he was hoping for.
 
   Finally feeling pulled together, Butchy set off in search of his band of misfits without the slightest inkling of guilt or shame.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Leilanni continued through the dense forest at a pace that would have left normal humans in the dust. She wanted to be completely alone, but still managed to be grateful the others had enough sense to stay far enough behind to give her space. This situation was beyond ludicrous. Had she become a cosmic joke of some sort? A bear dressed in human skin trying to live as people do. What was the point? Why her?
 
   She ground her fists into her burning eyes and was shocked to discover the wetness on the back of her hands when she pulled them away. Were these tears? Was she crying now, too? Of all the worthless human contrivances...
 
   Up to her left, a tiny path cut through the dense vegetation. Hoping the others would not notice her change in direction, she sprinted ahead as fast as her legs would carry her.
 
   Miles of trees sped by as she ran. After a period of time, the small footpath grew wider and finally opened into an open valley floor. Leilanni came to an abrupt halt. The view was breathtaking. A crystalline brook bubbled through the center of the valley. Trees of all different shapes and sizes lined the rock walls as if protecting the inner sanctum from any outside influence. Lush grass in every shade of green blanketed the ground. It was nature at its finest.
 
   Leilanni couldn’t help but smile as she thought about living here in this place. The possibility of raising a cub or two. Her eyebrows rose as the thought crossed her mind. She’d never really given much thought to cubs before. Life was too harsh in the north lands. But here ... in this place, with ample food and water available, she could consider it. If she were still a bear.
 
   That last thought was the final chink in her armor and once it had been released, there was no taking it back. Leilanni dropped to the ground and immediately curled into a tight ball. There would never be a cub to ease her loneliness. There would never be a chance to live wild and free in such a perfect place. She would never be Nanuck again. Never again would she hunt or fish with total abandon. Taking joy in each perfect kill. Traversing the wild with the knowledge that she was the most dangerous of all the woodland beasts.
 
   Her shoulders trembled as silent sobs wracked her body and she poured her pain into Mother Earth. Soon, the tears dried and she lay spent on the cool ground.
 
   The sun kissed her bare arms and right cheek with warmth, soothing her wounded heart. As it rose higher into the sky, Leilanni rolled to her back to allow better access to its radiant beams. Keeping her eyes closed, she could almost imagine that she was still bear. She still felt like the hunter resting in the magnificent sun.
 
   All around her birds whistled and sang. Chirping insects harmonized with croaking frogs. She reveled in the musical tones nature had to offer. Before long, a smile crept over her lips. At least this part hadn’t changed. She hadn’t lost this and never would … unless she was caged.
 
   Her eyes shot open. Leilanni sat up and searched the outskirts of the valley. The others were nowhere in sight. They were all still in danger from Goldalynn. That part hadn’t changed. And the others still needed her to protect them. Regardless, bear or human, she was the strongest, most capable fighter.
 
   She scrambled to her feet and squared her shoulders. She had work to do. They all had work to do. Taking one last look around the beautiful secret valley, Leilanni said a silent farewell and promised herself she would return someday. Spying the path in which she’d entered, she headed back.
 
   ***
 
   Leilanni sensed the wrongness in the wood long before she stepped into the clearing. The birds and insects had grown silent and the only sound permeating the trees was Katya’s whimpering.
 
   Soundlessly entering the east side of the clearing, she moved into position behind the wolf. The muscles in his body tensed as he crouched in front of Katya. Leilanni locked eyes with the girl and briefly shook her head while bringing her index finger to her lips. Behind Katya, Nita and Paul mirrored the wolf’s stance. Both kept their eyes focused on the beast, prepared to counter any move he’d make.
 
   As if catching a scent, the wolf’s nose tilted into the air.
 
   Leilanni knew she was out of time, before he could spin on her, she launched her body onto his back, slamming him into the ground. Her lithe hands slipped up around his muzzle, clenching tightly. She nearly lost her grip when the full weight of Nita and Paul landed on top of her. “I got this,” she grunted, strengthening her grasp.
 
   Nita quickly backed off, but Paul remained positioned over her pushing his weight against her and the animal beneath. “Break its neck,” he hissed. “You don’t weigh enough to keep him down on your own.”
 
   Upon hearing Paul’s words, the wolf went completely still for a moment.
 
   “I can’t. If I let go of his mouth...”
 
   Paul’s hands slid beside the wolf’s ears. “I’ll do it, but you’ll have to release him first or it’ll break your arms.”
 
   The animal’s body began the shiver and thrash wildly. Thick fur receded into the body as it elongated. Arms and legs stretched and straightened and within seconds, the wolf was no longer animal. Instead, Leilanni found herself smashed between Paul and a very large, very naked man.
 
   “Are you freaking kidding me?” she screamed. “Dammit, Butchy! You can’t just keep making humans, you drunken fuck!”
 
   She shoved against the man beneath and slammed into Paul. “Get off me, you idiot!”
 
   Paul seemed to be all legs and elbows as he tried to extricate himself from the pile without hurting her. “I’m trying.”
 
   As if on cue, Butchy arrived in the clearing just as Leilanni and Paul made it to their feet. “What’s this now?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t understand what is wrong with you!” Leilanni lashed out. “How many lives do you need to ruin before you’re done playing these games?”
 
   Genuinely confused, Butchy’s eyes darted between his charges and the well-muscled heap of man lying on the ground, trying to make sense of what was going on. “But he ... but you ... no he … wait ... what?”
 
   Moving with careful purpose, the naked man rose from the ground glaring at Paul. “Break my neck now, bitch.” He spat.
 
   Butchy finally caught on and before the man could move another step, he was sitting back on the ground completely encased in a thick hemp rope. His eyes spewed murderous daggers as the group surrounded him.
 
   “Holy crap! It’s the guy from the cabin.” Nita exclaimed.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Katya asked.
 
   Paul’s chest rumbled with a low growl.
 
   Arms folded tightly across his chest, Butchy raised his chin in defiance and smacked Leilanni in the back of her head with his wand. “I think someone owes me an apology. Clearly, I had nothing to do with it this time.”
 
   Leilanni intentionally banged her forehead against Paul’s massive shoulder and left it there. “I’m going to kill him,” she whispered.
 
   Caught off guard, Paul relaxed his stance and wrapped his arm around her, giving her a squeeze. Dipping his head to her ear he whispered conspiratorially, “If it comes to that, I’ll help you, but right now we have bigger fish to catch. Okay?”
 
   “Arrrg,” she growled into his chest. Then raising her eyes to his, the strangest thing happened. For the first time since she’d known him, Leilanni didn’t want to kill him. In fact, for some reason, she seemed to be fighting the urge to wrap her arms around his waist and pull him closer.
 
   Paul gazed into her eyes, smiling.
 
   Butchy gasped. Unbelievable! Not her! Not him? Really? As much as he thought it impossible, the glittering golden streaks winding around their bodies were undeniable. The fairy quickly glanced at Nita and Katya to see if they were witnessing the event. Both girls looked amazed, but it was probably only shock at Leilanni’s behavior.
 
   Still holding his breath, Butchy’s chest pounded as Leilanni’s chin tilted upwards. Paul leaned towards her and them BAM, the entire moment was ruined by the wolf/man creature.
 
   “You folks better let me go. I’m not alone. My entire pack is in the forest and they’ll be here soon,” he said.
 
   As if slapped in the face, Leilanni immediately stepped away from Paul and faced the rope-bound man. “How many are you? Why are you here?”
 
   He narrowed his eyes, glaring up at her through over grown locks. “I want what’s mine. Nothing more, nothing less. Where are you hiding the old woman and the girl?”
 
   Nita stepped forward. “What do you want with them? Seems like they are pretty harmless compared to you.”
 
   The man locked eyes with Nita, repeating, “Where are you hiding them?”
 
   Butchy flapped his wings and floated over the man. “We are not hiding anyone, you dunderbutt! We don’t even know who you’re talking about. Or at least we didn’t until you brought them up yesterday.”
 
   “Untie me, you sodded pile of fop, or I’ll rip the wings from your back and shove them up your fairy arse!” the man spat.
 
   Butchy’s chin jutted forward as he flung his arm up in the air. “Oh no, you didn’t. Hold me back, Nita. Hold me back before I give this fucking Neanderthal a makeover.”
 
   Nita reached up and gently grabbed a handful of fringe from the back of his jacket. Rolling her eyes, voice completely monotone, she said, “No ... don’t ... stop.”
 
   “Ewww. You are so lucky she’s holding me, cabron. I’d mess you up bad,” Butchy declared.
 
   The man growled, throwing his restrained body forward. “Give me back my daughter!”
 
   Nita shook her head. “Wait ... what?”
 
   “The little girl is my daughter. That old hag stole her from me after her mother died. I’ve been looking for her ever since. If you’re helping her hide my child, you are aiding a kidnapper.”
 
   Katya immediately moved toward him and began pulling at the ropes.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Leilanni yelled. “Get away from him!”
 
   Katya’s emerald eyes filled with unshed tears as she stared at the group. “We have to help him. Don’t you see? He’s why we’re here. Now help me get these ropes off him.”
 
   “He’s dangerous,” Leilanni replied.
 
   Nita looked from Katya, to Leilanni, and finally to Butchy. “Uncle Butchy, could he be why we’re here?”
 
   Butchy thrust his chest out and answered without hesitation. “No!”
 
   “Butchy?” Nita queried again.
 
   Harumphf. Butchy snorted. Crossing his arms over his chest, he cocked his head to the right and stared at the man. Sighing, he answered, “Okay, maybe. It’s possible he’s the one who needs our help.”
 
   “Uncle Butchy, please,” Katya pleaded as her fingers clawed at the ropes binding the man.
 
   “Fine. Well, step back then,” he answered.
 
   The ropes came loose and fell to the ground as the man scrambled to his feet covering his boy parts.
 
   Clearing his throat, Paul said, “You want to give him some trousers or something?”
 
   An evil grin slid across Butchy’s face and quick as a wink, he swished his wand in an arc. The still unnamed man was suddenly completely clothed from his head to his feet in the most luxurious, frothy, pink ball gown. He even had a diamond tiara and matching dangling earrings.
 
   “What the hell?” the man exclaimed as he looked down at his chiffon covered body.
 
   “Would you grow up?” Nita cast Butchy a sideways glance. “Fix it. Now.”
 
   Laughing uncontrollably, Butchy flicked his wand again and this time the man was fully encased in a space suit complete with helmet.
 
   Unable to keep his mirth in check any longer, Paul snickered and placed his hand over his mouth.
 
   Leilanni shoved her elbow into Paul’s side, saying, “Don’t encourage him.” Then glaring at Butchy, ordered, “Enough. Stop being an asshole.”
 
   Seemingly over his fit of laughter, Butchy pursed his lips. “Fine.” And before they could blink, the man was wearing standard blue jeans with a black tee shirt.
 
   Nita took a step forward. “Please don’t mind him. He gets this way when his feathers are ruffled. Now, if you could tell us who you are and how we can help...”
 
   After several minutes of conversation, they discovered the young man’s name was Daren Royal, a shifter from the Onatonka clan. Daren, like many of his counterparts, had suffered the misfortune of imprinting on a subject outside his own species. This young woman happened to be the daughter of an incredibly powerful witch named Brunhilda. Now, as it so often happens when dealing with affairs of the heart, beautiful Anastasia was no match for the love Daren cast her way.
 
   Her mother, of course, had a strong opinion about the relationship, but in the end the couple ran off and got married without her blessing. Soon after, Anastasia discovered she was going to have a baby. Many weeks passed before they finally decided to return home. You see, one couldn’t always tell the outcome when a magical race mixed with another. For the sake of Anastasia and their unborn child, Daren agreed they’d be safest under the watchful eye of Brunhilda.
 
   Alas, their love story had a horrid ending as poor Anastasia daily grew more and more frail. When the baby finally came, the poor girl hadn’t enough energy left to keep going. Sick with grief and filled with rage and blame, Brunhilda whisked the baby girl away before Daren could even kiss her cheek. Eight years later, the wolf shifter still searched for his beloved child while mourning the loss of his one true love.
 
   Unashamed, Butchy choked back a sob while his chubby little hand swept the tears from his cheek. “That has to be one of the saddest stories I’ve ever heard. You poor, dear man.”
 
   Daren blinked back the moisture in his eyes and stared at the grass under his feet. “It is all I know now. I must find our child. I owe my wife that much.”
 
   Leilanni ran her fingers through her platinum hair. “Do you think she’s in danger? Will the witch hurt her?”
 
   The dark-haired man looked off into the trees and shook his head. “It’s not a matter of Brunhilda causing her pain or putting her in danger. I’m sure she loves the child. But it is my child and she belongs with me.”
 
   Katya’s graceful fingers curled as she absently stroked his arm. “You never say her name. Why is that?”
 
   “I don’t know her name. Brunhilda took her before I could name her. I don’t know what the witch calls her. I don’t really know if she’s still alive. Sometimes, I think I’ll call her Ruby when we’re reunited. Ruby, like her mother’s perfect lips. Anastasia had a smile matched by no other.”
 
   “So what now?” Paul asked.
 
   Butchy shrugged and shook his head. “You got me.”
 
   Nita rubbed her chin and thought for a moment. “Uncle Butchy, isn’t there someone you can ask? We’re flying blind here. Surely someone could give us a little guidance.”
 
   “I suppose I could try to get an audience with the Queen, but if she won’t see me...” Butchy voice trailed off.
 
   Leilanni nodded. “You do that. For now, the rest of us should get back to the cabin. Now that we actually know what we’re looking for, we might find a clue as to where they’ve gone.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   While the girls, Paul, and Daren gave the cabin another once over, Butchy nervously paced the reception area of the great hall. What was taking her so long? He’d been announced ages ago. The longer he was there, the larger the chance he’d run into someone he didn’t want to see.
 
   Moving to one of the many open windows, he peeked from the side into the open courtyard below. A myriad of fairies dressed in brightly colored clothes joyfully flitted and floated through the passageway going about their duties. Of course none of them rivaled Butchy with his keen fashion sense, however to be honest, most didn’t wear human style clothing to begin with. Butchy seemed to be one of the few who had embraced the clutches of humanity.
 
   The large double doors to the great hall finally opened. A young blonde with spiky hair, dressed in green from her neck to her toes, cautiously greeted him. “Her Majesty will see you now. I’m to tell you on my way out.”
 
   Butchy tipped his head. “Thank you very much. How did you find Her Majesty then?”
 
   The girl cocked her head to the side and eyed him as if sizing him up. “Quite well, I imagine. I wish she’d be more open and less of a riddler.”
 
   Nodding, Butchy flashed the nymph a smile. “Ah, yes. But then she wouldn’t be our Queen now, would she?”
 
   The girl dropped her gaze to the ground and dipped into a curtsy before darting through the main doors.
 
   Still grinning, Butchy made his way into the expansive room. If that little interaction had been a test of some sort, he’d nailed it. And if it wasn’t ... well the girl needed to keep her thoughts to herself before she got into real trouble.
 
   As he approached the throne, the Queen nodded. “Bartholomew, one would have thought you too busy to come to court.”
 
   Butchy quickly bowed on one knee. “Your Excellence, I am in dire need of your wisdom. My charges and I are jostling about in a veritable tidal wave of chaos and misinformation. We don’t know where we are supposed to turn, or what we are to do. I know you’ve stated the girls must meet their soul mates, but what of this man and his child? Are we seriously supposed to help every Tom, Dick, and Harry we meet along the way?”
 
   Her head tilted back as throaty laughter filled the room. “Oh, come now. My dear boy, you have to be the worst excuse for a Fairy Godfather we’ve ever had. This isn’t just about your charges. This is about you and your ridiculous notions about life in general and your intense self-absorption. It’s no wonder your parents are so mortified. Not to mention poor Julio. Heaven forbid he move on and find real happiness.”
 
   Butchy’s eyebrows shot up. “Julio? What about Julio? And what does any of this have to do with my parents?”
 
   The Queen shook her head and pulled her lips to the side. “Although I’m not supposed to be telling you this, it might interest you to know that Julio and your parents have asked me to intercede and teach you a lesson. They love you very much, Bartholomew. Very much indeed. And although you don’t deserve it, I am giving you the opportunity right now to become a better fairy. A fairy deserving of the love of others.”
 
   “But I...”
 
   “But nothing. Now you get back to your charges and figure out how to help them and those you meet along the way. Take a good look around while you’re there. Those girls are very important to the balance between good and evil. Right now, even more so than you. If you can’t figure out the job, then I will set the task to someone who will. That little tinker you met in the foyer is more suited and capable than you are at this very moment. Now go!”
 
   Butchy shook his head trying to orient himself. He was used to traveling through his own magic, but being sent off so suddenly was quite different. The humongous shocked faces of Nita, Leilanni, Katya, and Paul staring back at him were even more disconcerting.
 
   Not only had she sent him away, she’d resized him. Pursing his lips, he pulled his wand from his waistband and in an instant he was human sized again. “Well that was a waste of time. We’re totally on our own.”
 
   “What happened?” Nita asked.
 
   “Nothing. She seriously told me nothing of any value other than we need to help those we run into as well as figure out what’s going on.”
 
   “That’s absurd,” Nita replied.
 
   “Yes, well that’s what you have when dealing with fairies. Lots of riddles and BS. What about you guys? Did you find anything?”
 
   Katya shook her head. “I wish. Poor Daren is out by the pond taking some time to think. He’s heartbroken.”
 
   Leilanni sighed and leaning against the plank wall, slid to the floor with her knees bent. “I’m beat and starving. We need rest and food. Nothing’s going to be accomplished today.”
 
   Wide eyed, Katya spun in her seat. “We can’t give up already! We just can’t! He needs us. So does that little girl.”
 
   Leilanni forcefully smacked her head into the wall behind her.
 
   “Do that again,” Paul said as he moved closer.
 
   “It didn’t hurt, cock face,” she answered.
 
   Butchy snorted nearly spewing sweet tea across the room. “I believe the term you are meaning to use is dickhead.”
 
   Kneeling beside her now, Paul said softly, “Something’s not right here. Can you move your head to the left?
 
   Using Paul’s request to ignore Butchy’s comment, Leilanni curled her legs to the side and rolled to her hip, spinning to face the wall. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Listen,” Paul answered as he knocked on the plank wall. The first wide plank gave a loud thunk. But the piece right next to it, the one Leilanni had smacked with her head, gave a hollow thwack. Paul looked into her eyes, saying, “You heard that, right?”
 
   Curious now, Leilanni repeated the process. “You’re right. It sounds empty behind there.”
 
   “It’s just the void between the beams. Every house has that issue.” Butchy interjected.
 
   Paul placed his massive hand on the board and tried to wiggle it. Although he pushed sideways, the momentum moved the piece ever so slightly upwards. Just enough to leave a tiny gap.
 
   “Let me,” Leilanni said. “You’ll never get your big ole paws in there anyhow.” Shoving her index finger into the gap she pushed upwards moving the plank another eight inches before it finally stopped.
 
   “What is it? What’s inside?” Nita asked.
 
   Leilanni leaned forward to peer into the opening. “Looks like it goes all the way down to the floor. I can see something, but it’s too dark to make out what it is.”
 
   “Well, pull it out! For Pete’s Sake!” Butchy ordered.
 
   “I’m not sticking my hand in a dark hole when I have no idea what’s in there. Could be snakes.”
 
   Katya wrinkled her nose. “Or bugs.”
 
   “Step back,” Paul said. “I’ll do it.” Grinning, he winked at Leilanni. “This be man’s work anyhow.”
 
   Butchy rolled his eyes. “Somebody call the grammar police and a doctor. This fool thinks he’s Jamaican.”
 
   Paul’s arm was so large and his hand so big, the only way he could reach the bottom was by leaning against the wall half bent over. By the time he’d pulled a small wooden box from the bottom of the hole, his entire face was dripping with sweat.
 
   Once again standing straight and tall, he handed the box to Leilanni.
 
   She looked it over, and still wary of the contents, handed it to Nita.
 
   Nita sighed and after glancing at Butchy and Katya, said, “Well, I guess we’d better take a look inside.”
 
   “Nita,” Katya breathed softly.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Be careful. It belonged to a witch. There’s no telling what’s in there.”
 
   Nodding, Nita carefully pulled on the tiny latch at the front of the box. Without realizing she was doing so, she held her breath as she slowly lifted the lid. After seeing the contents, she let out a deep sigh and held the box out for the others to see. “It’s nothing. Just jewelry. It’s pretty, but nothing that will help us.”
 
   “What?” Leilanni’s stride brought her to Nita’s side in three steps. “How can this be? Why would she hide something of no value whatsoever? It doesn’t make sense!”
 
   Butchy took the box and dumped the pink heart shaped pendant into his hand. The long gold chain trailed over the side of his hand almost an entire foot. Rubbing the cool stone between his thumb and forefinger, he closed his eyes. “If there’s any magic here, I can’t feel it. Not even anything residual. It’s simply someone’s prized necklace.”
 
   Sighing, Butchy dropped the piece back in the box and sat it on the end table. “Well that’s that then. We’re right back where we started.”
 
   Katya’s head moved side to side. “We can’t be. It has to be something. What’s the point of us finding it if it’s nothing at all?” Grabbing the box from the table, she dumped the necklace into her hand and immediately gasped. All around her the room went dark, then after a moment everything came back into view. Well almost everything. Her friends were no longer with her. Instead of sitting on the sofa, she was standing in the corner of the room watching a darling little girl with perfectly formed blonde curls play with the necklace in front of the fire. As the stone turned, it caught the light from the flames and cast it out across the room in rays.
 
   Katya jumped as a voice came from the kitchen.
 
   “Ruby, it’s time to go dear. Are you ready?”
 
   The little girl hurriedly shoved the necklace into a small box and placed it inside the wall beside the fireplace. “I’m ready, Granny. I still don’t understand why we have to go. When are we coming back?”
 
   A gentle looking old woman entered the room carrying a magnificent red satin cloak. “Because my love, the bad man is coming for you. The only way I can keep you safe is to take you far away from here. You’ll love our new home. It looks very much like this one, but it’s in a land filled with magical creatures. You will be very happy there.”
 
   “But, Granny, why can’t we take any of our things? I want to take my necklace.”
 
   Tendrils of white hair snuck free around the woman’s ears as she sternly shook her head. “Now, Ruby. You must do as you’re told. Granny doesn’t ask for much, does she?”
 
   “No, Ma’am.”
 
   “Right then. Off we go.”
 
   Katya’s body jolted violently as if someone was shaking her. Once again the room went dark and when she opened her eyes, Leilanni had hold of her arms and was shaking her so hard her teeth rattled.
 
   “Katya, talk to me! What’s wrong? Katya, wake up!” Leilanni yelled.
 
   All at once, Katya’s body moved to protect herself. Her hands flew up to push Leilanni away. “Stop! I’m fine. Leave me alone, you’re hurting me.”
 
   Breathless and visibly shaken, Leilanni stepped back from the girl.
 
   Nita, sat down beside her and placed a cool hand on her forehead. “What happened? Are you okay? You scared us to death!”
 
   “Nothing happened. Well, something happened, but I was right here.”
 
   Leilanni pointed at her. “Your eyes rolled back in your head. You weren’t breathing. We thought you were dying.”
 
   Wasn’t breathing? The entire vision only lasted a few seconds. Hadn’t it? “How long was I like that?” Katya asked.
 
   “At least five minutes,” Nita answered.
 
   Before Katya could relay her story, Daren stepped through the front door. Upon seeing the horrified looks on Butchy and the girl’s faces, he looked at Katya. “What happ--” His gaze immediately fell to the stone she still held in her hand. Anger flashed in his eyes as he barked, “Where did you get that? How did you find it?”
 
   His lithe body moved with animal quick speed as he leapt over the sofa and snatched the necklace from Katya’s hand. “I asked you where you got this?”
 
   Katya began to answer, when Daren suddenly lifted from the floor and shot across the room, out the open front door.
 
   “And don’t you dare put your filthy paws on her again!” Leilanni yelled as she swiped her hands against each other.
 
   Completely amazed, the room went silent as all eyes fell on Leilanni.
 
   “What?” she asked. Then shrugging, she continued. “He shouldn’t have pissed me off.”
 
   Butchy’s chest puffed with pride. “You girls are really getting the hang of this. Now, Paul. If you would kindly see whether or not our girl has killed the man we are trying to help...”
 
   Paul nodded and moved toward the door.
 
   “If I’m not mistaken, Katya had a vision. Is that correct, my dear?”
 
   Katya nodded.
 
   Butchy smiled and licked his lips. “This is a very good thing. You are getting stronger. There may be hope for us yet.”
 
   ***
 
   Two hours later, after Katya had told her story and Daren had explained that the necklace had once belonged to his beloved Anastasia. After the group had taken supper together and were completely satiated and exhausted from the day’s activities, they rested in front of the large stone fireplace in the living area of the cabin.
 
   Daren sat on the floor leaned against the large sofa in front of Katya holding the pendant. Every so often he’d raise it to his lips and wipe away an errant tear. Even Butchy remained silent in the wake of such deep sorrow and loss.
 
   The popping and cracking of the burning wood along with the occasional creaking board were the only sounds in the room.
 
   Nita directed her gaze back and forth between Katya and Leilanni. They were both getting stronger. Both had shown more control over this last bout of magic. Heck, Leilanni had intentionally used hers without so much as breaking a sweat. If Nita could figure out how to use hers on demand, she could take them straight to Ruby. They could simply grab the girl and go right back through another portal.
 
   But how to accomplish such a task? And could she make two back to back? There would have to be two. One to get them there and one to get them back. While her mind wondered at the possibilities, her right hand absentmindedly worked at her side. Twirling and whirling in small circles, it moved around and around.
 
   Leilanni sucked in a deep breath. “Nita?” she almost whispered. “What are you doing?”
 
   Pulled from her thoughts, Nita turned her head to the side focusing her eyes on her friend. “What?”
 
   Leilanni tilted her head forward, eyes locked on Nita’s hand.
 
   Nita glanced to her side. Her heart caught in her chest. Hovering above her right hand, white light flickered and flashed as if electricity was somehow forming mid air. She jerked her hand behind her back squeezing it shut.
 
   “What was that? What were you doing?” Leilanni asked.
 
   Nita’s eyebrows rose as she answered, “I don’t know. I was thinking about making a portal. Well, not thinking about actually making one, but trying to decide if I could make one.”
 
   She quickly moved both hands in front of her, opened palms up. No light nor mark of any kind left any indication magic had danced upon her fingers mere seconds earlier.
 
   Confused, her gaze wandered to Butchy. “Well?”
 
   Smiling, he nodded his head and let out a chuckle. “That’s enough for one night girls. Magic will take its toll whether we like it or not. Let’s get some shuteye. Tomorrow we will begin a new class. Magic 101.”
 
   ***
 
   After another breakfast of cold trout and wild greens, the group reconvened under the gnarled oak by the pond.
 
   “Okay, Nita, you stand there.” Butchy pointed to a spot just under the tree. “And Leilanni, you move over there about eight feet. No, a little farther than that. That’s right. We don’t want you too close together.” Turning to Katya, he said, “You stand right here beside me.”
 
   Obeying his commands, the girls stood in their required spots, waiting for further direction.
 
   Butchy’s eyes darted between the three. “Well, go ahead.”
 
   “Go ahead and what?” Leilanni asked.
 
   “Do it. Make magic.” Butchy answered.
 
   “We can’t make it happen on demand, that’s the whole point of this so-called lesson. I thought you were going to teach us how to do it,” Nita replied.
 
   Butchy threw his hands in the air. “Of all the ridiculous nonsense! I can’t teach you how to do your magic. I don’t know how your magic works. All three of you did it yesterday, so it’s likely you can make it happen again. Just try.”
 
   “But I can’t!” Nita exploded. “You have to be the worst fucking Fairy God-anything who was ever born. You don’t know how to do anything other than change clothes and hairstyles. Why in the hell did they stick us with you?”
 
   Butchy raised his hand above his head and stopped the tree branch that was about to make contact with his head mid air. His eyes locked on Leilanni. “What are you doing right now? How do you feel? What are you thinking?”
 
   Leilanni shrugged. “I’d like to knock some sense into you.”
 
   “And what else?” Butchy continued.
 
   “I’m angry because you are so incompetent.”
 
   Butchy nodded. “And?”
 
   Leilanni clenched her fists. “It feels like fire is rushing through my veins.”
 
   Smiling now, he nodded vigorously. “That’s the magic. You need to remember what it feels like so you can call it to you again. You shouldn’t have to be angry to use it.”
 
   He pointed to the suspended branch and said, “Toss it to the other side of the pond.”
 
   Her shoulders tightened as she strained. After a few seconds she shook her head. “It won’t go.”
 
   “Think about yesterday. When you tossed Daren out the door what were you thinking?”
 
   “I wanted him to get away from her.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   Leilanni began to nod, then shook her head. “I was going to tell him if he wanted to act like that he could go out the same door he’d come in. We hadn’t asked him for help, he’d asked for ours.”
 
   Butchy’s head bounced up and down. “Good. So you tell that branch you want it on the other side of the pond right now.”
 
   The limb trembled for a moment and then flew across the pond, landing in the cattails.
 
   Katya squealed in delight. “You did it! Good job, Lee Lee!”
 
   “Now, tell it you want it back over here,” Butchy ordered.
 
   The branch wiggled a bit before rising three inches and falling back into the cattails.
 
   “Again,” Butchy ordered.
 
   Over and over Butchy ran Leilanni through magical exercises until he felt she was ready to continue practicing on her own. Once he had her working a fair piece away, he turned his teaching skills toward Katya.
 
   “Okay, my dear. You were touching the pendant when you had your vision, right?” He asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But when you had the vision of Goldalynn you were looking in a mirror?”
 
   “Yes. At the bar.”
 
   “I see.” Butchy locked his hands behind his back and paced the ground as he thought. During his third rotation, a large stick landed just to the left of his foot. He glanced at Leilanni who was at least fifty yards away. “Be careful,” he yelled. “You’re going to kill someone!”
 
   “Sorry!” she yelled back, but quickly returned to her drills.
 
   “Now, where were we? Oh that’s right. Katya, I want you to close your eyes and relax. Think about nothing at all. Clear your mind.”
 
   Katya did as he asked and waited silently. After a few seconds, she opened one eye and peered around. Soon after she sighed and opened the other eye. “It’s not working.”
 
   “Hmm. Maybe you have to touch something. Here.” Butchy tossed her a stone he’d picked up. “What do you see?”
 
   Katya rolled the smooth stone in her hands and closed her eyes. “I see ... I see ... I don’t see anything. It’s just a stone.”
 
   He shook his head. “Try again. This time just try to feel instead of see. Where has the stone been? What--”
 
   Before he could finish his voice faded away. Katya opened her eyes and was surprised to find herself out by the pond completely alone. Well nearly alone. There were certainly no humans around, but the area was full of woodland creatures. Squirrels played in the old oak. A doe and her yearling soothed parched lips with cool water from the pond. And out in the center of the pond, a fat turtle sunned itself on a log.
 
   Katya came to with Butchy and Nita standing over her. Her hand shot to her throbbing forehead. “Did Lee Lee knock me out?”
 
   Nita laughed. “No, silly. You go unconscious when you have a vision. What did you see?”
 
   “Nothing really. Some animals out here by the pond.”
 
   Butchy scratched his head. “Well that’s something then. Maybe we should go back in the house. There are more things in there for you to work with. Do you feel up to it?”
 
   Katya shrugged. “I guess. I’m not tired yet.”
 
   Standing beside her, he offered his hand. Katya latched on and he pulled her to her feet. Still hand in hand, the two headed toward the house.
 
   “Uh, guys? What about me?” Nita called out.
 
   “Just do what you were doing last night, Nita. You were on the right track!” Butchy replied over his shoulder.
 
   “Great,” she nearly hissed. Nita searched the nearby area. Leilanni had moved farther out into the meadow and was currently playing a game of pitch and catch with herself using an enormous tree stump. Both Daren and Paul were nowhere to be seen. Probably off hunting for dinner?
 
   She kicked at a clod of dirt that had most likely been the home of a crawdad at some point. Strange how the saving of this girl was going to rest mostly on her shoulders, yet she was the one nobody seemed to worry about.
 
   Exhaling, she settled to the ground under the tree and leaned against it. As her mind focused on the previous evening’s activities, her hand began to move in circles...
 
   ***
 
   Katya’s head moved side to side as she spoke. “I don’t understand how this is going to work. I’ve sat on this couch at least twenty times and didn’t see a thing.”
 
   “True,” Butchy answered. “But you didn’t know then what you know now. It might make a difference. The more we can discover the better.”
 
   Sighing, Katya laid her head against the small decorative pillow and closed her eyes. The delicate fingers of her left hand traveled across the back of the sofa following the curves and patterns in the cushions. Several minutes passed before she opened her eyes to speak.
 
   Katya sat up searching the room. Had only minutes passed? The fireplace cracked and popped. Large glowing coals had fallen from the grate onto the stone below as if the fire had been burning for hours. She glanced over her shoulder towards the window and door. Butchy wasn’t there. Where was everyone?
 
   Standing, she walked briskly into the kitchen and stopped short. The old woman stood over the table rolling out dough. Ruby, or a much younger version than the girl she’d seen before, sat in the chair at the far end watching her grandmother work.
 
   “Granny, what makes pie taste so good? Is it the cherries?”
 
   The old woman smiled and shook her head. “They help. It is the combination of ingredients that makes it taste so good.”
 
   Ruby nodded. “Granny?”
 
   “Yes, child.”
 
   “Why does it smell different when it’s cooking?”
 
   Granny laughed and shook her head. “My goodness, you are full of questions today, aren’t you?”
 
   Ruby giggled.
 
   “Some things don’t have a strong smell until they are thoroughly heated, love.”
 
   The child sat silent for a moment and then cocked her head to the side. “Granny?”
 
   “Yes, love.”
 
   “Why are your eyes so big?”
 
   Granny laughed. “The better to see you with, my love.”
 
   The girl obviously liked this game. Grinning from ear to ear, she continued, “But, Granny, why are your ears so big?”
 
   The old woman winked. “The better to hear you with, my love.”
 
   Granny threw a handful of flower over the pie crust and pulled it from the table top to lay it over the pie tin. After dumping a bowl of sliced apples mixed with cherries into shell, she dumped sugar, four dollops of butter, and a sprinkle of cinnamon on top and covered the pastry with the top piece. As she pinched the sides together, two small slices of apple fell. Picking them up, she handed one slice to the girl and bit into the other.
 
   Ruby giggled again. “Granny?”
 
   “Yes, love?”
 
   “Why are your teeth so big?”
 
   The old woman’s mouth slid into a snarl and she squinched up her face and hunched over. “The better to eat you with, my dear. And I’m still terribly hungry.”
 
   Consumed by fits of giggles, little Ruby nearly fell from her chair. Granny straightened her frame and brushed her flour-covered hands on her apron. “All right, darling. I’ll get this in the oven and you go settle in by the fire. We’ll have some reading time here in a bit.”
 
   Katya moved to the side as Ruby glided past.
 
   Watching the child leave the room, Granny finished with the pie and popped it into the oven with a smile. “She’s so like her mother, Albert,” the old woman said aloud. “You’d be very pleased with how well she’s turning out.”
 
   Katya turned to follow Granny into the living room and promptly found herself sitting on the couch in the middle of the day with Butchy at her side.
 
   “Well?” Butchy exclaimed.
 
   “It worked, but we may have a problem.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Katya shook her head. “That old woman loves the child. I mean really truly loves her. Taking her away from her grandmother might not be the best thing for her.
 
   “What about Daren then? What do we do about him?” Butchy questioned.
 
   “I don’t know. We need to have a meeting without Daren. I think we’ve bit off more than we can chew.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   It took quite a bit of deceit and manipulation to get Daren to leave the group for a period of time. After much argument, the man finally took Paul on his motorcycle and headed miles away to the nearest town for food and supplies.
 
   The moment they were out of sight, Butchy sighed and shut the front door. “They’re gone. We have to figure out the best course of action.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” Nita said. “I thought our directive was to retrieve the girl for her father.”
 
   “Well,” Butchy glanced at Katya, “there’s been a slight change in circumstances. Tell them, Katya.”
 
   Katya nodded and took a deep breath. “I had another vision. I saw Ruby and her grandma in the kitchen. I want to help Daren. I really do. But they love each other. I mean they really really love each other. I just don’t know if it would be right to take the child away and give her to someone she’s never met.”
 
   Leilanni’s eyebrows pulled together. “But it’s not Daren’s fault she doesn’t know him. The old woman shouldn’t have stolen the child. This is all her fault. Her so-called love did not take the child’s best interest to heart when she kidnapped her.”
 
   “I agree.” Katya answered. “That doesn’t change the fact that it could damage the child to rip her away from the only person she knows and loves.”
 
   Nita stood and paced the floor, deep in thought. “Maybe we should see if we can get Daren and Brunhilda together to discuss what to do with Ruby. Both of them love her; if they love her as much as they claim, then they’ll both want to do right by her.”
 
   Butchy shook his head. “I don’t know if we can pull that off girls. Those two hate each other. Getting them to forgive each other and think only about Ruby is not going to be easy.”
 
   Nita stopped pacing and glanced at the others. “We have to try. I can’t think of a better way.”
 
   Leilanni and Katya nodded in agreement. Even Butchy smiled and shook his head affirmatively.
 
   “Okay then, it’s settled. First we’ll work on Daren, then we’ll work on Brunhilda,” Nita replied.
 
   “Has anyone given any thought to how we’ll reach Brunhilda?” Leilanni asked.
 
   “Well about that,” Butchy interjected, “I have an idea I’d like to try if you’re game.”
 
   “Spill it, fairy.” Leilanni smirked.
 
   “I’ve been giving a lot of thought to your magic. Each of you have a different gift, but you all got it at the same time in the same way.”
 
   “Right,” Nita said.
 
   “What if they were actually meant to be used in conjunction with each other?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Katya asked.
 
   “You make portals, right?”
 
   “Yes, we already know this.” Nita replied
 
   “But you can’t focus them. You can’t make them go anywhere in particular.”
 
   Nita rolled her eyes. “Also not new news.”
 
   Butchy raised his hands in front of his chest. “Just bear with me. No pun intended of course.”
 
   The girls sighed and shook their heads.
 
   “What if we use Katya’s visions to focus Nita’s portals? If they can combine, the portal should take us right to Brunhilda and Ruby.”
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do?” Leilanni asked.
 
   “Ha!” Butchy laughed. “You have the easy part. You pull them through the portal to us. Then everyone’s right here in the same room to talk it out.”
 
   All three of the girls beamed with smiles.
 
   “That’s the best idea you’ve had all day!” Nita grinned.
 
   Leilanni shoved her elbow into his side. “Not half bad for a winged imp.”
 
   “Let’s try it,” Katya interjected.
 
   Nita spun to face her. “What? Now?”
 
   Shrugging, Katya answered, “Why not? What do we have to lose? Besides, makes more sense to talk to Brunhilda first. We already know we can handle Daren.”
 
   Nita looked at Butchy. “So what do we do?”
 
   “I think you two,” he said, pointing to Nita and Katya, “should sit on the couch together. We don’t need Katya falling over and smacking her head on the floor.”
 
   “Good idea,” Katya answered.
 
   Seated beside each other, Nita took Katya’s right hand in her left and held it tight. Closing her eyes, she began working on a portal. Within seconds, a white light flickered and sparked in her right hand. As time passed, the light grew bolder and more congruent. Before long, it had grown into the shape of a sphere about the size of a grapefruit.
 
   Katya, eyes closed as well, she thought long and hard about Ruby. In her mind she visualized the girl’s perfectly curled hair and bright blue eyes. As her mind continued to focus she saw the child sitting at the feet of her grandmother playing with miniature toys. The picture was so vivid and clear, Katya was sure it was a vision.
 
   What neither girl was able to see—because both had closed their eyes—was the effect their experiment was having on the room around them. Where the coffee table had been was now a large swirling mass of bright light. Unlike the other portals, this seemed flat and glassy. More like a brightly lit mirror than a pool of light.
 
   As Butchy and Leilanni watched, two grey shapes began to appear in the portal mirror. With every second the shapes became darker and more defined. Soon, it was easy to see Brunhilda and Ruby on the other side.
 
   At first, it seemed the two were oblivious to what was going on. Then, Brunhilda’s head shot up from the book she was reading. A look of terror flashed across her face and she threw her arm up in front of her, all the while yelling to the child at her feet.
 
   The young girl lifted from the ground as if being pulled into the mirrored vortex. Ruby kicked and screamed reaching for her grandmother with all her might and then just like that, it was all over. Poor little Ruby lay in a whimpering heap on the cabin’s living room floor and the portal was gone.
 
   “Oh, my God! What did you do?” Nita barked as she rushed to the child’s side and attempted to console her.
 
   “I didn’t mean to! I just--”
 
   “You just what? What were you thinking?”
 
   Little Ruby looked up into Nita’s eyes. Tears flooded her tiny cheeks. “Where is my Granny? Who are you?”
 
   Nita wrapped her arms around the girl and pulled her close while casting a disapproving glare at Leilanni. “It’s okay, little one. I’m so sorry we scared you. We didn’t mean to. Your Granny will be here soon. We meant to bring her to talk with us; this was all a big mistake.”
 
   Ruby perked up a bit and looked around her in wonder. “But this is my house. Why are we in my house?” Then glancing at Katya, who was just waking up, she spied the necklace in the woman’s hand. “And that’s mine, too. How did you find it?”
 
   Katya sat up looking momentarily dazed and confused. Quickly figuring out what had happened, she smiled at the girl and motioned for her to come closer. “I’ve been saving this for you. I knew you’d want it back. It was your mother’s, you know.”
 
   Ruby nodded. “Did you know my mother?”
 
   Katya laughed. “No, but I know your Daddy. Would you like to meet him?”
 
   Ruby nodded. “Is he here, too?”
 
   “Not yet,” Nita answered. “But he’ll be here soon. Do you mind waiting with us until then?”
 
   Little Ruby gave the girls and Butchy a complete once over before finally smiling and saying, “I suppose it would be all right.” Locking her gaze on Katya once again, she asked, “Did you happen to find my dolls? I miss them ever so much.”
 
   “I’m afraid not, little one. Maybe we can look for them while we wait for your Daddy.”
 
   Ruby nodded enthusiastically and sped towards the stairs yelling, “They’re probably in the attic still. I had a great hiding place for them!”
 
   The girls watched her go and then all eyes fell on Leilanni.
 
   The blonde warrior shrugged. “I said I didn’t mean to. I was actually trying to get the old woman, but the harder I tried, the quicker the girl came towards me.”
 
   Butchy crossed his arms. “Well this is a right fine mess we’re in now. Let’s just hope we can do it again and get the old woman this time.”
 
   ***
 
   Ruby did indeed find her hidden cache of dolls and was playing on the floor in front of the fire when Paul and Daren arrived with the food.
 
   Their first meeting was joyous and a wonder to behold. The boys came in carrying bags of groceries in the midst of a rather heated conversation.
 
   “It’s not rocket science, Paul. One simply doesn’t taste food before purchasing. Especially raw meat!” Daren exclaimed.
 
   “Well, that’s just ridiculous, how are you supposed to know if it’s fresh if you aren’t allowed to smell it or lick it?” Paul belligerently replied.
 
   “That’s what the dates on the packages are for. You can’t draw attention to yourself like that in town. People will call the police and then questions you can’t answer will most certainly be asked.”
 
   Nita cleared her throat.
 
   Both men stopped short and stared in amazement.
 
   “Daren, this is Ruby,” Nita said calmly. “She’s come to visit for a bit.”
 
   Paul scrambled to set his armload of bags down and gingerly took the load his counterpart had been holding.
 
   Taking his cue from the woman, Daren answered calmly, “Well hello, Ruby. I’m so very happy to meet you. Do you know who I am?”
 
   Ruby quickly stood and stared at him. One solitary tear slipped down her porcelain cheek and her voice cracked as she spoke. “Daddy?”
 
   Even for those watching it was unclear if Daren had jumped the sofa or if Ruby had vaulted the table to reach him, but before anyone could blink, they were in each other’s arms. Hugs, tears, and kisses rained and flowed freely for several minutes after.
 
   Once the reunited pair had calmed, Daren began asking his daughter questions.
 
   “How did you get your name?”
 
   Ruby smiled. “Granny said she named me Ruby because red was my mother’s favorite color.”
 
   “Did she speak of me at all?”
 
   The young girl’s curls bounced as she nodded. “She said you came from a bad place filled with monsters. She said if you didn’t stay there and fight the monsters, they would get out in the world and hurt people.”
 
   Daren’s audible sigh of relief filled the room. At least the old woman hadn’t made him out to be the monster.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   Daren gazed into his daughter’s crystal blue eyes and brushed an errant hair behind her ear. “Yes, my pet?”
 
   “What shall we do without my red cloak?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t understand what you mean, little one.”
 
   “Granny says the red cloak keeps the monsters from smelling me. I left it with her. What if they find me now?”
 
   Daren’s jaw pulled tight and his face grew red.
 
   Seeing his change in demeanor, Katya offered her hand to the girl, saying, “Come on, sweet girl. Let’s see if there’s any cookies in those bags. Shall we?”
 
   “Oh let’s do!” Ruby gushed.
 
   Daren watched the child leave the room and managed to make it out the front door before exploding. “Dammit! That fucking witch has been using magic this whole time to keep her from me. I knew it. I’ve looked everywhere for the child. Never finding the slightest scent of her. If I hadn’t come back here and found you guys...”
 
   Leilanni and Paul, who had followed behind him, tried to calm him down.
 
   “It’s okay now. You have her back,” Leilanni interjected.
 
   “Right, bro. She’s back where she belongs. You don’t want to scare her by blowing up like this where she can see you.”
 
   Daren nodded. “First thing in the morning we’re leaving. I’m going to get her as far away from this place as I can before her grandmother comes back.”
 
   Placing her hand on his shoulder, Leilanni said, “You can’t do that. You can’t just take her away from the only person she’s ever known. That’s not fair.”
 
   “Fair? Since when did that bitch care about fairness? We’re leaving. We can go tonight if we have to, but we’re leaving.”
 
   ***
 
   Quite a distance across the forest, the air shimmered and Mato, in his bear form, tumbled from the distinct tear in the air. He hit the hard earth with a thud, looking up just in time to see the portal close.
 
   The large bear shook the mixture of loose dirt and dry leaves from his black coat and then turned in a circle. He would not be able to smell Nita from this distance, he would have to depend on the pull … the knowing.
 
   He had never seen anything such as the whirlpool that had teleported him into this forest. While inside, it had felt like only seconds, but he knew a considerable amount of time had passed. He also knew that he was far from where Nita was, but not far enough that he couldn’t find her.
 
   He began to run, staying in his bear form, since he was faster on four legs instead of two. As he ran, the forest blurred around him and his thoughts were lost in the way she felt in his arms, her smile, her scent.
 
   He ran for miles, pushing back the fatigue and his ever-growing thirst. All the while, he considered the possibilities of magic. He knew his own sort of power, the power to shift from human into his true form. He also knew the magic of the shaman from his tribe. Others, not of his tribe, have called the shaman a witch doctor because he performs certain rituals and what some would consider to be spells.
 
   Yes, Mato knew that magic existed, he had seen the work of his shaman and needed no more proof than that. However, this power was different, which brought forth the idea that different kinds of beings or races could have different kinds of magic.
 
   It was an interesting thought and one he was sure he’d learn more about after he found Nita.
 
   Finally, after what seemed like forever, a light breeze worked its way through the forest, gently fluttering the leaves on the trees. It was on this slight wind that he caught the scent he was looking for.
 
   Nita.
 
   Of course, he could smell the others who were with her, too, including the scent of a wolf. He had no idea if the animal was like him, or an actual non-shifting wolf. In either case, it could mean trouble.
 
   The proof that she was close now was all the motivation he needed, he dug in and with a final burst of energy, he pushed onward toward the scent of his Nita.
 
   ***
 
   While the girls faced their challenges with the wolf who was also a man, Goldalynn watched them from afar.
 
   The crystal reflected a panoramic view of the vast forest. Goldalynn leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her long dark tresses. This was getting complicated, there were others in pursuit of her bears. If this old woman caught them and destroyed them, her chances for these particular bears would be lost. She could not allow it.
 
   She pushed away from the table and rose from her chair. If they possessed the ability to travel from place to place, then there must be a way for another to do it as well. Goldalynn knew she was a woman of great power, that magic flowed through her veins the same as her blood did run, but she had never learned of such spells.
 
   Her mother and aunts taught her healing, natural spells they drew from the earth. Her family had always been powerful, but after the brutal torture, hangings, and burnings of their descendants, it was decided the magic was best kept well hidden.
 
   Also, she was intelligent enough to deduce other, equally important reasons for keeping the knowledge restricted. Magic was a drug, probably one of the worst, at that. Once you taste true power, the kind she had been casting, it became addictive. A magical high was one of the hardest to come down from and even afterward, you never forget how it felt to have the world and everything in it, at your fingertips.
 
   For a brief moment, Goldalynn felt anger spike within her. How could her mother keep such things from her? She needed to know everything there was to know about spells and even dark magic.
 
   The anger receded as quickly as it came, though. She knew her mother and her aunts only wanted her safe and the addictive qualities of the dark magic were far worse than what she had learned as a child. They kept the danger from her and she understood that.
 
   Emotions all over the place, Goldalynn couldn’t help but struggle with her thoughts. It was difficult enough to be a woman … especially a witch of such caliber, but to be untaught and unpracticed at the same time ... there was too much she wasn’t shown or allowed to learn.
 
   Shoving it all to the back of her mind, Goldalynn left her crystal sitting on the table and headed for her books. Somewhere, there would be a spell that would allow her to transport herself.
 
   Goldie.
 
   She paused, her hand drawing out the first large, leather bound book. That damn voice was back. Of all the voices in the world to work their way into her insanity, it had to be William’s.
 
   “Shut up,” she told the voice aloud.
 
   Where is my Goldie? This is not her.
 
   “Shut up!” she screamed, yanking the book from its space on the shelf. “You are not real, merely a projection of my imagination,” she stated this last more to herself than the voice. Anything to convince her own mind to turn it off.
 
   Hefting the book, she carried it over to a small wooden table in the corner. Before she opened it, she lifted her hand and pushed energy out from her body. The room was suddenly filled by the light of a dozen candles. The flames would help with her search, for they helped to focus the magic within her.
 
   After hours of searching through that particular book and two others from the shelf, she sighed in frustration. The only good thing that had happened within the time she spent reading through the pages was that blasted voice hadn’t returned. She was indeed thankful, as the voice would have made it impossible to concentrate.
 
   With an annoying ache beginning to settle in her shoulder muscles, she rose and headed back to the bookshelf. There, she stood staring at the many books and knew that it could take forever to search them all one at a time.
 
   Unless … unless there was a seeking spell she could cast to find the book she was looking for. She ran back to the table and opened one of the books she had abandoned. She knew somewhere within the ancient pages she had seen a spell for finding something lost.
 
   After reading over the spell, she hurried to gather what she needed, which was mostly herbs to be burned in order to clear the energy in the room. She set the smoking concoction on the table and left it there while she moved to stand in front of the bookshelf.
 
   Hoping this would work, she lifted the hood of her cloak over her hair, closed her eyes and held her hands out, palms up. Only then did she begin to speak. “I have lost and now I seek. Bring back to this one what I need. Pages of magic, power and spells, ways of passage one will tell. Please seek and bring what I need, as I will, so mote it be.”
 
   Goldalynn felt the warm breeze upon her face and opened her eyes. The candles fluttered, causing the light to vibrate against the walls of the room. She could feel the energy of magic fill the room, most of it emanating directly from her.
 
   Suddenly, a book on the top shelf in the very corner of the room drew itself from its place among the other books. Slowly, the massive journal with a dark brown leather cover slid out and tumbled heavily to the floor.
 
   The magic wilted, fading away as the breeze withdrew. Eagerly, Goldalynn rushed toward the shelves and knelt down to grasp the book. As her fingers lifted the solid cover with delicate pages, she glanced down and saw the title on the exposed page.
 
   Spell for Transport.
 
   She’d done it. This was the one.
 
   For the next hour, Goldalynn spent her time studying the spell and gathering the items she needed. But, before she began, she needed to check the crystal again and see what her bears were up to.
 
   It was much the same as when she had last looked, however, the old witch and the child were nearer to the girls than before. Also, she noticed something strange charging though the forest beyond the old witch.
 
   It was the very same bear that she’d seen follow the girls into the water. Funny, it appeared he had been displaced from the rest of them and their portal must have dropped him a distance away.
 
   She better hurry now, if she wanted to make it to her bears before the others. With that in mind, she lit a few more candles, brought an ember to the incense and stood before the open book, where she began the spell.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning Leilanni jolted awake. In the distance she could hear the sound of Daren’s motorcycle engine speeding away. “Oh shit. Damn! Everyone, get up. They’re leaving!”
 
   The girls, Butchy and Paul shot out of their makeshift beds on the floor looking around the room.
 
   “Where did they go? Why would they leave like that?” Nita asked.
 
   “He told us he was leaving last night. He must have been scared we’d argue with him about it,” Paul answered.
 
   Butchy stared at Katya who seemed glued to the mirror over the fireplace. Her jaw dropped as a blood-curdling scream issued from her throat.
 
   “What is it?” Butchy grabbed her by the arm. “What did you see?”
 
   “It’s her. She’s coming.”
 
   “Her who? Who’s coming, Katya?” Nita queried.
 
   Katya’s face went white with fright. “Goldalynn is coming. Right now.”
 
   “Nita, make a portal,” Butchy yelled.
 
   The front door slammed open. Wind from some unknown source roared into the room, bringing with it dirt and debris.
 
   “Nita!” Leilanni screamed.
 
   “I’m trying,” she hollered over the thunderous wind.
 
   A blast of dark magic hit the mirror over the fireplace shattering it into a million pieces just as the portal closed behind the group.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The group tumbled through the portal, landing in pile in a thickly grassed meadow.
 
   “Get your foot out of my face, Paul,” Butchy ordered.
 
   “Foot?” Katya’s muffled voice came from the bottom of the heap. “Get your big ass off me!”
 
   Leilanni let out a colossal grunt and pushed her way through legs, arms, and torsos. Crawling to the side of the group, she lay flat on her back, gasping for air.
 
   One by one they extricated themselves and followed her lead. Except for Katya. Up to this point, Katya had been the most docile and mild mannered of the girls, but something had changed drastically in her disposition. Her appearance was as wild as her behavior. Her auburn locks, matted and tousled from the journey, stuck out around her head like a great lion’s mane. The shoulder of her blouse was torn and streaked with soil.
 
   Katya dropped to the ground kicking and pulling at her ankle length brown boots until one finally released her foot. She immediately threw the object with all of her might and began working on the other. As soon as it came loose she repeated the process.
 
   The others watched quietly, unsure of what to say. When Katya stood and began tearing off her clothing, Nita finally spoke. “What are you doing?”
 
   Pointing to a small stream running through the property, she answered, “I’m fishing. I’m hungry. I’m sick of all these clothes. I’m sick of being human. I’m sick period. I just want to catch and eat a fish,” she cast a sideways glance at Butchy, “that hasn’t been scorched, heated, or ruined, and I want to be one with nature.”
 
   Understanding perfectly where her friend was coming from, Nita smiled.
 
   Leilanni leapt from the ground and began removing her clothes as well.
 
   “And what are you doing?” Nita asked.
 
   “She’s right. We just need to be bears for a little bit. Even if we can’t have our pelts and forms, we can still be us.”
 
   Butchy sputtered and covered his eyes. “You can’t just get naked in public like this! We’ll all get arrested.”
 
   Completely naked now, Leilanni’s arm swung out wide. “Do you see anyone around? Come on, Katya. Let’s catch some lunch.”
 
   Katya grinned and the two naked girls trotted off to the stream.
 
   Nita kicked Paul in the leg. “Stop that.”
 
   His head jerked to her. A broad sheepish grin spread over his face. “I kind of like being human. I didn’t feel this sense of attraction as a gator. When I wanted something, it was to eat.” His gaze moved back toward the two naked women in the stream.
 
   Nita kicked his leg again. “Don’t do it. If she knew what you were thinking...”
 
   The muscles in his neck bulged as his head tilted back. Laughing, he replied, “I know, she’d kick my arse.”
 
   ***
 
   Hunched over the water, Katya intently searched the depths for telltale signs of fish hiding in the dark crevices of the larger rocks. Her human eyes weren’t nearly as good as they could be, but at least she wasn’t completely blind. Farther up the stream, Leilanni squatted in nearly the same position. Katya’s head jerked to the side as she heard a loud splash. Leilanni had caught another one.
 
   “Dammit,” she hissed softly. Why did everyone have to be better at everything than she was? Just then, a small bubble rose to the surface mere inches from her right hand. That black rock had a deep crevice on its south face. A perfect hiding spot for an old catfish. Katya ran her hand through the water beside the rock and as expected, the fish darted out the other end. Moving like lightening, she brought her hands together and tossed the wriggling morsel to the bank. “Woohoo!” she hollered as the fish hit land.
 
   “Great job!” Leilanni called to her. “I have more than enough for everyone, so go ahead and eat it if you’re hungry.”
 
   Although Katya knew the statement wasn’t a slam, it felt like it nonetheless. Sighing, she worked her way across the slippery stones to reach the bank. The fish still flipped and flopped, gasping for air. She sat in the tall grass and immediately stood again. “Ouch!”
 
   Nita and Leilanni immediately converged on her site.
 
   “You okay?” Nita asked.
 
   “I’m fine. Naked humans aren’t meant for sitting in the wild. Their hides aren’t nearly tough enough for that.”
 
   Glancing over towards Butchy who was seated on a large rock, Leilanni asked, “What’s his deal?”
 
   Shrugging she answered, “Not sure. He’s been like this since you guys went native.”
 
   “Hmm. Well imagine that. The imp knows how to shut his mouth.” Turning to Katya, she queried, “Better now?”
 
   Smiling, Katya nodded. “Much better. I guess I just needed to unwind.”
 
   Expression serious, Leilanni shook her head while gazing at Paul who lay sunning himself a short distance away. “No, you were right. We need to remember we are bears. Regardless of what we look like at the moment, we are still bears. The whole point of this—whatever you want to call it—is that we need to be returned to our original forms. I think we lost sight of that for a while.”
 
   Nita’s lips pulled into a half smile as she looked away towards the woods. Yes, she was a bear, but thoughts of Mato filled her mind. I wonder if he’d care that I’m not really human? she thought.
 
   The girls wandered away and Katya happily sniffed her catch. It smelled like fresh water and meat.
 
   Bending the fish to the side, she took a bite out of the middle and promptly gagged. Choking, she spat the raw fish on the ground as her stomach heaved. Her eyes watered sending tears flowing down her cheeks as she fought the urge to vomit. What is wrong with me? Why does this taste so bad?
 
   When her trembling stomach finally settled, her appetite had completely dissipated. Feeling a bit weak in the knees, she steadied herself against a tree. A large bush further into the trees rumbled. Branches wiggled and danced and before she could stand upright, an enormous grizzly stood before her.
 
   He raised his nose in the air, sniffed in her direction, and cocked his head to the side.
 
   Now, had she been human, she assuredly would have turned and ran like crazy. However, having been a bear herself until recently, she did what came natural and stood up straight and tall. A garbled roaring scream belted from her chest.
 
   The bear should have backed down, but instead its head began to shake from side to side. The animal’s entire body vibrated and jiggled with what appeared to be laughter.
 
   Nita and Leilanni arrived at her side just in time to watch the bear transform into a very naked man who was laughing so hard tears rolled down his face.
 
   Leilanni’s face pinched as she yelled, “Butchy! What the hell?”
 
   “Whatever it is, I didn’t do it!” the fairy yelled back. Buzzing filled the air as he approached them. His wings came together with one last flap and he settled to the ground directly to their right. “What’s all the como--” He stopped mid-sentence and stared at the naked man. “Oh no. I did not do this. You can’t pin this on me.”
 
   “If you don’t mind,” Leilanni said as she pointed to her unclothed body.
 
   Unlike previous occasions, he simply nodded and whisked his wand over their heads.
 
   The man’s laughter quieted in his shock. “What is going on here? Who are you guys?” he asked.
 
   “Oh no,” Leilanni answered. “You don’t get to ask the questions.”
 
   “Right,” Katya agreed. “Why were you sneaking up on me and how did you transform into a human?”
 
   His gentle grey eyes wandered over Katya’s many curves. “My name is Chris. And I’m already human. Well most of the time. I’m a shifter. Due to your reaction to my presence I assumed you are the same. However, I must say I’ve never witnessed someone attempt to use bear speech in human form. That was insanely funny.”
 
   “What’s a shifter?” Nita asked. His scent was remarkably similar to Mato’s. Not exact, but close. Could Mato be a shifter too? Was he not fully human?
 
   Chris’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “So you aren’t shifters then? What are you?”
 
   Katya shrugged. “I don’t know what a shifter is. Maybe we are.”
 
   Chris rapidly shook his head as if clearing his mind. “Okay, a shifter is a human who has the ability to transform into an animal.”
 
   “Oh, like Daren!” Katya exclaimed.
 
   Nita shook her head. “No, Daren said he was a werewolf. He didn’t say anything about being a shifter.”
 
   Nodding, Chris agreed. “Were’s are different. Although some are born with the ability, many are changed because of a bite or exchange of bodily fluids. Being a Were is more like catching a cold than a natural occurrence.
 
   “What’s a cold?” Leilanni asked.
 
   “What are you guys? Where are you from?” Chris asked.
 
   “We,” Katya’s arm swept open wide, “are bears.”
 
   “Were bears,” Nita interjected.
 
   “Are bears,” Leilanni disagreed. “Just not at the moment.”
 
   Chris ran a large hand through his reddish blond hair. “Can you expand on that?”
 
   “It’s a long story,” Katya replied.
 
   “Sweet girl, I’ve got nothing but time,” he answered.
 
   ***
 
   The sun had moved deep into the western hemisphere before they finally answered each other’s questions and the story of how the bears came to be in the meadow had been told. All the while Butchy had sat quietly by the water without participating in the conversation that had moved inland under a large oak.
 
   “So what now?” Chris asked.
 
   Katya shrugged. “Don’t know.”
 
   “Everything that happens to us, happens for a reason. Last time it took a while before that reasoning was made clear. This time might be the same,” Nita said.
 
   Katya’s expression filled with sorrow as she spoke. “I hate this. All this not knowing. Not having a place to call home. It’s terrifying. I just want to go home.”
 
   Chris reached out and squeezed her hand. “It’ll be okay. I’ll help in any way I can.”
 
   Unbeknownst to the rest of the group, glittering gold bands of magic began to wind around the couples’ entwined hands, moving up their arms and encasing their bodies.
 
   Seeing the magic at work, Butchy spouted out of nowhere. “Of course!”
 
   All eyes turned to the fairy who now perched atop the large boulder on one foot doing a weird sort of dance that made him look rather like a chicken.
 
   “What are you doing?” Katya asked.
 
   Butchy’s smiled widened. “Celebrating. I finally figured out our next move.”
 
   “Wait,” Nita interjected, “what do you mean next move? We ended up in this meadow, so isn’t this where we’re supposed to be?”
 
   “Yep. We were supposed to be here. Now we are not.” He leapt from the rock and flitted across the short expanse to where the group sat under the tree. “Chris, you said you drove here, correct?”
 
   “Yes,” the man answered.
 
   “And we are just a few miles from Baltimore then?” Butchy asked.
 
   “Yes. That’s where I live.”
 
   “Good. We need to go to Baltimore. Tonight if possible.”
 
   “But, Butchy. What about our tasks or quests or whatever?” Katya responded.
 
   “What about them? We need some time off girls. And I can’t think of a better place to do that than the big city. With all those people milling around, it will be very difficult for Goldalynn to find us. Almost impossible really.”
 
   Chris leaned into Katya’s shoulder, whispering, “I’ll take you somewhere nice for dinner. It’ll beat the heck out of cold fish.”
 
   Katya squared her shoulders. “I’m in.”
 
   “Me too,” Paul replied.
 
   Nita nodded in agreement.
 
   Sighing, Leilanni’s gaze darted between them. Exhaling, she said, “Okay, but I’m not doing the food gathering tonight.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   When they finally made it into the city proper, the streetlights had begun to twinkle. Bright neon signs glittered in shop windows and although it was dark, people still milled through the streets in droves. At least in the non-residential areas.
 
   Chris offered to take them to his apartment first to freshen up, but before anyone could answer, Uncle Butchy had everyone—including Chris—dressed to the nines and ready for a night out on the town.
 
   “Take us somewhere lavish, Chris. Somewhere we can really shine tonight,” Butchy ordered.
 
   Scrunched between Nita and Paul in the back of Chris’s SUV, Leilanni rolled her eyes. At least Butchy had the good sense to put her in slacks and a tank. Both were white with gold lace trim, but at least it wasn’t a gown like the other two were wearing. He’d even forgone the usual leather boots and allowed her slim gold sandals that were so comfortable it almost felt like being barefoot.
 
   She looked up and caught Paul staring down at her.
 
   His cheeks turned pink as he whispered, “You really are beautiful. No matter what you’re wearing.”
 
   Leilanni immediately looked away, but couldn’t keep the smile from her lips. “I don’t know how to be fancy. I hope he knows what he’s doing.”
 
   Paul wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. “Neither do I. Don’t worry. If it goes horribly wrong, at least we’ll be in it together.”
 
   Watching their interaction from the side, Nita felt a sudden sense of complete desolation as if she were the only person in the world without someone to hold dear. Her thoughts on Mato, she desperately tried to figure out how to get back to him. Back to that club called Wonderland. Quickly wiping a tear from the corner of her eye, she tried to focus on the man who had made her feel completely human and whole.
 
   ***
 
   Mato hadn’t lost Nita’s scent, but where once it had been strong, it was now only a whisper on the breeze. Had he somehow gotten turned around and was heading in the wrong direction? No, he was sure this was the way … he was positive.
 
   Worried and uncertain, he continued to run, but his doubts were quickly pushed away when he burst through the trees into a small clearing. Nestled against the trees, beyond a small, peaceful pond was a quaint little cabin. Nita’s scent wafted gently from the undersized structure and carried through the air.
 
   It wasn’t as strong as it should be, he thought, so she probably was not inside. But, that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to check. He barreled across the clearing toward the cabin. At the very least, he may find a clue as to where she had gone.
 
   He slowed to a walk and ascended the steps of the porch, as he did, his body began its shift back into a man. His coarse, black coat withdrew into his skin. His bones re-formed into the bones of a human while his sharp teeth receded and his claws, big and mighty, became only fingernails once again.
 
   After being a bear, he always detested his human form … it was so weak and fragile. But then, the high of the shift always wore off and he was all right with being a man again. That was one of the less glamorous details of a shifter lifestyle.
 
   The shift completed, Mato hurried for the front door and then stopped short when he realized that he didn’t have a stitch of clothing on. He knew his body wasn’t terrible to look at, but he was also mostly human and knew it was inappropriate not to wear clothes. With a quick glance around the porch, he spotted a flannel blanket neatly folded over the railing.
 
   Well, he thought, that will have to do for now.
 
   He lifted the blanket off the railing and then wrapped it around his lower body, tucking the corner of it in as if it were a towel. He left his chest and arms uncovered, figuring as long as his manhood was covered, that should be enough.
 
   Satisfied with his makeshift wrap, he lifted his hand and rapped three times on the door. He waited for a full minute and no one answered, so he knocked again. This time, when no one came to the door, he gripped the knob and gave it a turn. Surprisingly, the door wasn’t locked and it creaked open when he gave it a little push.
 
   He sniffed the air. She had been here, and not that long ago. “Nita,” he called out. “My beautiful Nita, it is Mato. Where have you gone?”
 
   Even though he called out, he knew that she wasn’t in the cabin. Her scent would have been stronger if she was there. So, even though he was not a fan of breaking and entering, he decided that he should have a poke around and maybe find a clue as to where she had gone.
 
   The first thing he did though, was head for the kitchen and pull a glass from the cabinet. The thirst from all that running was pretty much driving him to insanity. He turned on the water and filled the glass to the brim, drank and then repeated the process three times. After that, he was finally sated enough to look around a little bit.
 
   There wasn’t a whole lot in the cabin; a table and chairs, regular furniture like a sofa and a coffee table. A fireplace took up a good portion of one side of the small home and a little bathroom held a few toiletry items. What appeared to have once been a mirror over the fireplace was now shattered and spread across the floor. Random piles of blankets covered the hardwood floor in the living area. Upstairs, he found the two bedrooms furnished with beds and dressers. Other than that there wasn’t much in the place.
 
   He could smell her everywhere and it was killing him, obviously something had gone wrong and her trail ended here, right in the middle of the wrongness. He stalked into the living room after helping himself to another glass of water, and suddenly felt a wave of energy ripple through the house.
 
   Mato.
 
   It was unspoken, a thought. Somewhere, out there, his Nita was thinking of him, too.
 
   Then, the energy wavered and pulsed, and a burst of heat flashed through him just as the air directly in front of him suddenly appeared to tear.
 
   He stared, disbelieving at the growing hole forming right before his eyes. Within seconds it stopped, apparently having grown to its appropriate size. The question was, what in the hell was it?
 
   Then, from within the strange hole in the air, he felt the pull of the bond just as her scent burst forth from the other side. That was it, he had no other choice in the matter. Gingerly, he poked a bare toe into the darkness and watched it disappear. Feeling safer now, he gripped the blanket tightly so that he wouldn’t lose it on the way to wherever he was going, and let the rest of his body follow through.
 
   Inside the cabin, a burst of beautiful white light could be seen as the portal snapped shut behind him.
 
   ***
 
   Los Tres Cerditos was one of the coolest eateries in town. According to New York food critics, it was the number one on the list of best places to eat in Baltimore. No one got in without a reservation and only those with massive clout could get one on short notice. Of course, those rules did not apply to folks who could use magic to fiddle with lists and rosters.
 
   Promptly after checking in with the maître-de, the group was seated at the best table in the place; directly centered in the large dining room under a massive crystal chandelier and right in front of the open marble dance floor. The white linen tablecloth hung nearly to the floor. A large silver candelabra woven with tiny white daisies doubled as an additional light source as well as a centerpiece.
 
   The group took their seats and quietly gazed around the room at the local patrons. The women were clothed in fine gowns that varied in style from sleek and simple to elaborately ostentatious. Huge colorful jewels hung from their necks, ears, and even hair, glittering in the soft candlelight. Most of the men seemed to have shopped at the same store. With the exception of a handful, the men wore black suits with white shirts and black ties. For the girls, it was difficult to differentiate between the employees and the patrons.
 
   A pleasant faced young man moved purposefully to their table and said, “Welcome to Los Tres Cerditos. I am Armand. Tonight I will be your server. Who will be ordering the wine?”
 
   Butchy’s hand shot out. “Here. I’ll take it.”
 
   Armand handed Butchy a glossy one page menu, clicked his heals together, and gave a short bow.
 
   Butchy nodded and quickly perused the wine list. “How about a nice Bordeaux for the men, and for the ladies, a Moscoto will do.”
 
   Armand smiled, and clicking his heals again, he headed to the double doors in the back of the room.
 
   “What is wine?” Katya asked.
 
   “It’s made from grapes,” Chris explained.
 
   “What are grapes?” Leilanni asked.
 
   Chris cocked his head to the side. “You guys really don’t know much about the human realm do you? Grapes are a kind of fruit grown in clusters. They are very sweet and filled with juice.”
 
   “Why don’t people just drink water? Fresh, cold water is always thirst quenching,” Leilanni said.
 
   About that time, Armand returned with a bottle tucked under his right arm and a white towel over his left. He showed the bottle to Butchy, who nodded, and then clamped a contraption on the top, turning it until it made a loud pop.
 
   Armand poured a small portion into a stemmed glass, saying, “Would the lady like to sample?”
 
   Leilanni’s hand shot out, grabbed the glass, and downed its contents in one swallow. Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “Ewww. That’s disgusting. People drink that on purpose?”
 
   Completely taken aback, the waiter stepped away from the table. “I assure you, Madame, this was a very good year.”
 
   Leilanni promptly belched. Her entire face pinched as her head moved from side to side. “This might be a good year, but that wine is horrible. It tastes like rotten fruit.”
 
   “Now now.” Butchy patted her hand and winked at the waiter. “Just leave it. My friend here doesn’t get out much. This is her first taste of the old vino.”
 
   “I see,” Armand answered. “Are you ready to order then?”
 
   Butchy looked at the group and sighed. “Chris, feel free to order for yourself, but I think it would be best if I order for the others.”
 
   Chris winked at Katya. “I think you’d probably better let me order, Butchy. I probably have a better sense of what will suit their palette.”
 
   Butchy nodded. “Yes, that’s quite true. You order.”
 
   By the time it was all said and done, Chris had ordered very rare filet mignons with sides of parmesan rice and hearty bowls of clam chowder.
 
   When the meal came, each of the girls carefully tested the food and surprisingly found the spread more than agreeable. Nita watched the other patrons daintily using their forks and knives and tried to follow suit, but Katya, Leilanni, and Paul literally attacked their meal with fervor.
 
   “Oh, my God! Use your service ware for heaven’s sake. You look like a bunch of animals!” Butchy hissed.
 
   Paul glanced up from his plate. Half his steak in his hand, and the other half dangling from his mouth. He chomped twice, opened his mouth wider to flop more of the hanging meat into his mouth and chomped again.
 
   Leilanni wasn’t in much better condition. She also held part of her steak in her hand. Although it wasn’t hanging out the side of her mouth, a trail of blood and juices dripped from her chin to her pretty white and gold tank, leaving a brownish red patch near her breast.
 
   At least Katya had tried to use her fork, but she’d used only her fork and held the steak in front of her face like a giant meat popsicle, nibbling around the edges.
 
   Butchy was mortified and the other patrons seemed put off as well. A couple sitting to the left stood and tossed their napkins over the plates. “Bring the bill,” the man ordered Armand. No one in their right mind could eat with these savages.”
 
   Another man in a black suit quietly spoke to the irate customer while Armand hurried to Butchy’s table. “You have to make them stop. If you can’t make them stop, I’ll have to ask you to leave. They are upsetting the clientele with their ... behavior.”
 
   Leilanni ran her fist along her jaw clearing the juices and stood, tossing the uneaten meat on her plate. “I’m here to eat. I haven’t had a good meal in a long time. Anyone who would like to remove me is welcome to try.”
 
   Armand nervously cleared his throat. His eyes pleaded with Butchy for help.
 
   Simultaneously, Paul took to his feet. His massive form towered over the waiter and every other patron there.
 
   Everyone in the surrounding area quickly grabbed purses and coats and headed to the front of the building. The man who had calmed the irate customer joined them at the table. His voice was so quiet they could barely hear him speak. “We have contacted the authorities. I believe it would be in everyone’s best interest if you found another establishment in which to dine this evening.”
 
   “Are they kicking us out?” Katya asked Chris. Laughing, Chris stood and offered her his hand. “They are most certainly kicking us out. Time to go, kids.”
 
   Angry, but unwilling to risk confrontation with human authorities, Paul and Leilanni snatched their leftover steak from the table and stomped out behind Chris and Katya. As Leilanni neared the now visibly shaking waiter, she leaned towards him, growled, and ripped another bite from her steak.
 
   Armand winced as if she’d taken a bite of his own flesh.
 
   Butchy and Nita quietly followed behind.
 
   Luckily, the group made it to Chris’s SUV and were already inside when the cars with flashing lights skidded to a stop outside the restaurant doors.
 
   “What were you thinking?” Butchy’s high-pitched voice reverberated through the vehicle’s interior. To make room for the others he’d taken on his true fairy form and angrily buzzed from the front seat to the back. “I’ve never been so mortified in all my life! How completely and totally embarrassing. I know you were animals, but you could have at least had the decency to attempt to act like human beings. At least Nita had the good sense to watch everyone else and learn.”
 
   Completely enraged, Leilanni slapped her hands together, narrowly missing Butchy in the process. He zipped to the side, and she tried it again. As quick as she was, she was no match for the fairy’s unnatural speed. After three or four tries, she finally gave up and glared at him. “Just as soon as you are human sized, I’m kicking your ass.”
 
   Butchy pulled out his wand and flicked it towards her.
 
   Immediately, she was covered head to toe in thick rope. “I’d like to see you try.”
 
   Without warning, Butchy slammed into the front window with a loud thwack.
 
   “Your ropes won’t stop me, bitch boy,” Leilanni hissed.
 
   “Enough!” Chris yelled. “I’m trying to drive here. You idiots are going to get us killed. Now, no one uses magic in the car. No one. Got it?”
 
   Leilanni and Butchy glared at each other momentarily before finally nodding in agreement.
 
   “Now, if you will all just be quiet and calm down, we’ll be at my place in a few minutes. Just give it a rest, okay?”
 
   Butchy’s body was released from her magical grip and he flitted forward, crossing his arms over his chest. “Fine,” he muttered.
 
   Glancing into his rearview mirror, Chris saw Leilanni still encased in rope. “Butchy!”
 
   The fairy exhaled harshly. “Okay, fine!” And Leilanni’s ropes disappeared.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   They reached and entered Chris’s apartment without further confrontation. It was a nice flat. Two bedrooms, one bath, and a small living room with a balcony that overlooked the street below. The tiny kitchen had just enough room to walk through but not an inch more.
 
   Chris pointed from Paul and Leilanni to the sink. “Can you guys wash up before you get that shit all over my furniture?”
 
   Leilanni grinned and nodded, heading into the kitchen.
 
   Butchy, strangely quiet, plopped on the couch without a word.
 
   “You want to put on something more comfortable?” Chris asked Katya.
 
   “Oh, please. He’s always putting me in these awful contraptions. They look cute, but they are so uncomfortable.
 
   “I’m sure I have a shirt that’s long enough to cover the important parts. Enough for all of you.”
 
   “Thanks, Chris. That would be appreciated,” Nita replied.
 
   From the corner of the couch, Butchy sighed heavily and without even looking their direction, waved his wand. Everyone in the room, even Chris, had suddenly been clothed in varying colors and styles of soft, fuzzy pajamas.
 
   “No. No thanks necessary,” Butchy called out in a feigned pained voice. “As usual, I will attend to every detail and then sit quietly in the corner, waiting until one of you to decide you need me for something again.” His heavy sigh resonated through the small apartment.
 
   Nita rolled her eyes and trotted over to sit beside him. “Now, Butchy, don’t be like that. I know you were trying to do something nice for us tonight, and I’m sure everyone appreciates it,” she glanced at the others nodding her head. “Don’t we, guys?”
 
   “Yes, of course!” Katya responded.
 
   “Sure thing, bro,” Paul interjected.
 
   Exhaling, Leilanni’s eyes sought out Nita’s. “The food was really good.”
 
   “See?” Nita patted his leg. “I know you meant well, and it’s not your fault it went horribly wrong. But it’s not their fault either. You can’t just throw wild animals into human conditions and expect they’ll react accordingly. That’s unreasonable.”
 
   Butchy’s chin drew up from his chest and he glanced around the room. “I guess you’re right. I really wasn’t thinking about that aspect of it. I just wanted us to have fun and unwind. I want to show you girls all the wonderful things I love most about the human world.”
 
   “We know.” Nita nodded. “And we want to see those things, but maybe we need a few lessons first?”
 
   The man-sized fairy leapt from the couch with a grin. “That’s exactly what we’ll do. First thing tomorrow we’ll have lessons.”
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The girls and Paul spent the evening watching their first movie with Chris and Butchy. Ironically, or maybe on purpose, Chris had chosen a movie about bears that lived in a National Forest and were always getting in trouble for stealing food. The men found the movie hysterically funny, but the girls couldn’t believe animals that spent the majority of their time hunting for food would behave in such a manner.
 
   By the time the movie ended, all three girls were yawning uncontrollably and rubbing their eyes.
 
   “Looks like we better hit the sack,” Chris mentioned.
 
   “I’m too tired to hit anything, Chris,” Leilanni responded. “We can tackle that tomorrow after I’ve slept if you want the help.”
 
   Chuckling, Chris shook his head. “No. Hit the sack is a saying that means it’s time to go to sleep. Or that we are ready for bed.”
 
   Nita and Katya nodded.
 
   “I’m so ready for bed,” Katya said.
 
   “Well,” Chris motioned to the living room, “I have the couch and loveseat and there are two beds. How do we want to do this?”
 
   “I need a bed,” Leilanni answered.
 
   “Me too,” Paul agreed.
 
   Nita shrugged, “I’m okay on the couch.”
 
   Chris met Katya’s gaze. “You want to sleep with me? I promise I’ll be a gentleman.”
 
   Katya smiled and nodded.
 
   “You two okay with sharing?” Chris asked the other couple.
 
   “We’ll manage, mate.” Paul winked at Chris.
 
   Leilanni rolled her eyes. “As long as he doesn’t steal the blankets, he’ll survive the night. This time, anyhow.”
 
   “Oh sure. I’d be happy to take the loveseat, since everyone’s so worried about where I’ll sleep,” Butchy interjected.
 
   “Butchy, you’re the only one here who could sleep comfortably on a cotton ball,” Nita replied.
 
   “That’s an absolute lie. Cotton makes me itchy. Now, if you’d all please shut the hell up, I’d like to rest.” With that, Butchy made himself fairy sized and settled into a pillow with a tiny black satin comforter.
 
   “I guess that’s our cue.” Chris chuckled.
 
   ***
 
   Paul and Leilanni entered the small spare room shutting the door behind them.
 
   “Which side would you like?” Paul asked.
 
   Shrugging, she answered, “Doesn’t really matter to me. A bed is a bed.”
 
   Paul nodded. His eyes darted nervously from the bed to the girl and back again.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   Leilanni sighed and plopped on the side of the bed. “It’s something. What is it?”
 
   His face grew pinched and he began to fidget with his ear. “Would you mind if I take this shirt off? I don’t mind the pants so much, but I feel like I’m tied down when I’m wearing a shirt. Especially when I’m sleeping.”
 
   “Do what you want. It’s hard getting comfortable in people skin.”
 
   Her eyes lingered longer than she’d intended as he pulled the flannel shirt over his head and threw it in the corner. Smiling, he pulled back the comforter and crawled between the sheets with a sigh. “This I can get used to. Beats the cold, hard ground any day.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied as she moved to the door to shut off the light. “I kinda miss sleeping out under the stars. I miss the smell of the forest at night.”
 
   Paul threw back the blankets on her side of the bed and patted the mattress. “Come on. You need to rest. I don’t bite.”
 
   Leilanni laughed and stretched out on top of the sheets. “Not anymore. You were pretty much de-fanged.”
 
   “Hey! I resent that. I could bite if I wanted to.” He smirked.
 
   “Paul?” she said softly.
 
   “Yes?” he answered.
 
   She remained quiet for a moment.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Nodding, she rolled to her side. “I’m just not any good at this.”
 
   Her body stiffened as his arm slid over her hip. His hot breath pummeled her ear as he softly asked, “At what?”
 
   “Being human,” she sighed. “I’m much better as a bear. More capable.”
 
   “But if you were still a bear, we wouldn’t be doing this.” Paul slid closer to her.
 
   “No. We wouldn’t,” she said harshly.
 
   Lifting his arm, he rolled, facing the other side of the bed. “Leilanni?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You don’t have to be good at everything. I think you’re amazing just like you are.”
 
   “Really?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   Leilanni flopped like a dying fish. First on one side and then flipping to the other. After at least fifteen minutes of the bed jiggling back and forth, Paul finally shoved his arm under her, rolled her towards him, and pulled her body snuggly against his, resting his chin on her head.
 
   Head shoved into his chest, her voice sounded muffled when she spoke. “What do you think you are doing?”
 
   He grinned. “Getting comfortable.”
 
   She struggled against him for a moment, but when he threw his leg over her, she knew she couldn’t wrench herself from his grasp and giggled. “Are you happy now?”
 
   “Very much so,” he said as he dropped a kiss on the top of her head.
 
   The heat coming off his body soothed her tired body. For the first time she could ever remember, she didn’t feel like she had to be on guard. His size alone made him a formidable predator, and regardless of how their relationship had begun, she knew he would always protect her.
 
   His chest rippled with goosebumps as she exhaled softly.
 
   Hesitant at first, she reached up and ran her hand across the tiny bumps. “What is this?”
 
   “I don’t know. It feels nice,” he answered.
 
   “What does it feel like?”
 
   Paul loosened his grip and slid her up in the bed until her head came to rest on the pillow. Rolling her onto her back, he hovered over her and looked into her eyes. “You want me to show you?”
 
   Leilanni grinned as she nodded.
 
   Gently pulling her pajama tank to the side, he brought his lips to her skin and softly blew against her flesh.
 
   Leilanni gasped in response, arching her back.
 
   Paul brought his face back to hers. “You like?”
 
   Without thinking, Leilanni’s hand wrapped around Paul’s muscled neck, her fingers sinking into his soft hair.
 
   Paul’s eyes closed in ecstasy. As if having a will of their own, his lips pressed against her mouth. Gently at first, and then growing with fervor. His tongue lightly brushed her lips as the kiss deepened.
 
   Their passion ebbed and swelled over and over until both were completely undone in the sheer joy of uniting.
 
   Although no one was there to see it, the room filled with brilliant golden light as the soul bond magically intertwined their spirits. Had they known the outcome of their passion, they might have refrained from the deed. But as they had no knowledge of the magic working around them, they continued long into the night until passions were satiated and the bond was set with a certainty that no man, or magic, could break.
 
   ***
 
   Meanwhile, in the other bedroom, Katya stared at the bed, with its pretty, soft blankets and fluffy pillows piled at the headboard. Except for the bed at the cabin, she had never slept on anything but the forest floor and even the bed at the cabin hadn’t appeared nearly this luxurious.
 
   For a moment, she wondered how the soft fabric would feel against her skin. That was definitely one thing she liked about being a human, that she could feel the softness of fabric, the roughness of stone, the smooth grains of wooden furniture. When she was a bear, her coat did not permit her to feel anything at all, as it was meant to protect from the elements.
 
   “Come over and lay down, Katya.” Chris beckoned her over as he stood on the far side of the bed and turned down the covers. “I’m sure you’re exhausted.”
 
   Katya nodded and glided toward him. She pulled the blankets away on her side of the bed and then sat down on the edge. “This bed is so pretty.”
 
   Chris reached up and ran his hand through his hair, further mussing the reddish-blond locks. “Yes, it is a beauty, isn’t it?”
 
   Gingerly, Katya stretched out, placing her head on the pillow so gently that Chris raised an eyebrow and tilted his head in question. Seeing his curious expression, Katya smiled and felt her face flush a little bit. “I don’t want to mess it up,” she explained.
 
   With a laugh, he shook his head. “It’s meant to be messed. That’s what happens to pillows. So relax and get comfortable. Now, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m taking these pajamas off. I feel like I lost a fight with a rainbow.” He glanced down at the colorful pajamas Butchy had selected for all of them.
 
   Katya glanced down at her own set, “I like mine, I’ve never had anything like them before.” She brought her eyes up and they suddenly went wide as they settled on Chris. He had removed his shirt and pants, and was currently tossing them onto the chair beside the bed. Every movement caused his muscles to ripple and flex. Katya felt her breath catch in her throat as she stared, unable to look away.
 
   “What?” Chris tilted his head and grinned, “Why do you stare at me like that?”
 
   “Your skin … your body … it looks so hard, but so soft at the same time.”
 
   Chris threw back his head and let out a hearty laugh, “I adore the way you say exactly what you think, dear Katya.”
 
   Although Katya couldn’t for the life of her figure out what was so funny about that, she smiled and laughed with him. That is, until he slipped underneath the blankets and patted the pillows beside him. “Come closer. What good is this big beautiful bed, if there isn’t two people cuddling in it?”
 
   Katya had never cuddled before, but she wasn’t about to turn down an invitation to do so with Chris. She longed to feel the contours of his muscles and his skin against hers. So, with one fluid movement, she was laying against him with her head resting in the crook of his arm.
 
   “There now, this is much better,” Chris told her.
 
   “I think so, too.” She turned on her side so that she could see him better and following suit, he did the same.
 
   “I like your eyes,” Katya declared. “They are a mystery. Like your body, they are two things at once, bright and dark.”
 
   “Well, your eyes are like emeralds.” With his free hand, he let the tip of his thumb graze over her cheek. “Katya?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I would like to kiss you, would that be all right?”
 
   Katya did not have a clue what kissing was like. But, she did know what it was, and she very much wanted to try it with him. “Yes. I would like that.”
 
   With gentle fingers, Chris lifted Katya’s chin so that they were staring into each other’s eyes and then slowly, he leaned in, drawing closer and closer, until their lips finally met.
 
   Katya had never felt so many sensations in her whole lifetime, something fluttered in her stomach, her skin tingled from head to toe, and warmth rose within her. She loved the feel of his lips on hers.
 
   And then, she took in a deep breath and exhaling with a sigh. “I really like kissing.”
 
   “There’s more to it.” Chris flashed her a grin.
 
   “How could there be more, that was incredible!”
 
   In answer, Chris leaned in and kissed her again. This time, his lips parted hers and Katya nearly pulled away when his tongue brushed against hers. Sensing her hesitation, he gently cradled her head in his hand to keep her from shying away.
 
   It didn’t take long for Katya to realize that this … more he spoke of, was amazing. She let her tongue caress his as well, and then she felt her body heat rise even more. She pushed her body closer to his and slid her arm around his waist, wanting as little space between them as possible.
 
   Their kisses grew deeper, longer, and more passionate by the minute. Katya moved against his body and threw her leg over him. Pulling away, she took in a breath and then whispered, “Can you show me all of it.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “All of it,” Katya explained. “I want to mate with you.”
 
   Chris laughed and looked into Katya’s perpetually curious green eyes. “Katya, in the human world, we call this making love, or sex. But,” he pulled her a bit closer, “as much as I would love to make love with you, I want to save that for another night.”
 
   Suddenly shy, Katya tried to pull away. “You don’t want me?”
 
   “No, no, no! That is not what I meant at all. I fully intend on having you, my amazing Katya. I am certain that we are made for each other, for I have never felt such a strong bond with another soul in my entire life. But, I have more to teach you before we make love.”
 
   “What more is there, besides the kissing?” Katya wondered.
 
   Chris trailed his fingers down between her breasts and fingered the waistline of her pajamas. “I can show you … but it will only make you want the sex that much more.” He slid his hand down a bit further.
 
   Electric tingles worked their way over every inch of Katya’s skin. Involuntarily, her hips thrust toward him and she moaned against his lips, which had come crushing down onto hers. “Oh, yes. So much more,” she managed to whisper.
 
   And then, the two were lost in each other and lost in the glittering golden ribbon that swirled around them and bathed the two in a magical glow.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Everyone woke to the smell of bacon frying and fresh coffee. Chris puttered around in the kitchen cooking breakfast while Butchy carefully dressed the crew for their first ‘being human’ lesson.
 
   Leilanni sported acid washed skinny jeans with a hot pink three quarter length sleeve that hung from one shoulder. A soft white tank peeked from the shirt and for accessories, she wore a sliver bear pendant on a long silver chain and white and hot pink high top tennis shoes.
 
   Nita’s appearance was less 80s and more businesslike. Her tailored grey pantsuit hugged all the right places and the coordinating pink chiffon cami tightened the whole piece. Although Butchy generally tried to refrain from putting heels on Nita, he’d made an exception this time with a pale pink sling-back wedge. With the pink pearls adorning her neck and ears, she was the perfect picture of poise and class.
 
   Katya was the only one who seemed to have trouble with his choice in attire. She looked down at the magenta ruffled, incredibly short skirt and cowboy boot ensemble and brought her glaring eyes back to his face. “Really?”
 
   Butchy shrugged. “What? It’s cute!”
 
   “If I bend over my entire backside is going to hang out,” she replied.
 
   “Then don’t bend over.”
 
   Placing an elegant hand on her hip, she continued shooting daggers with her eyes. “Why do you always dress me like this? I may not be human, but I know when I look at them,” she pointed at Leilanni and Nita, “they always look pulled together and nice. You always have me dressed like someone’s closet threw up and landed on me.”
 
   “Well, I see. I’m sorry you feel so abused. It just so happens that when I dress you, I always do so with my own taste in mind because I thought you were more like me. A free spirit so to speak. Who didn’t want to be kept in a fashion box by people who didn’t know anymore about style than they did purple chimpanzees!”
 
   Chris, wearing the usual black tee and blue jeans, burst out laughing. “Butchy, I’m sorry man, but I’ve spent most of my life living in the human world. Normal people don’t dress like you dress these girls. This is the kind of stuff you see on TV. You might need a little help in this area yourself.”
 
   Harumphf. “Fine then. Since you’ve become such an expert over night, Katya, what would you like to wear? Just name it and I’ll create it for you.” Butchy retorted.
 
   Katya rubbed her chin. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.”
 
   Impatiently tapping his fingers against his arm, he waited quietly.
 
   Katya thought a bit longer and finally smiled. “Remember those black jeans with the high boots you had Leilanni in a few days ago?”
 
   “Of course,” Butchy answered.
 
   “I’d like those, but not black. Dark blue jeans and boots with a red top like the yellow one you had me in the day after we got to the cabin. I love red.”
 
   “Blue and red. How cleverly boring of you,” he replied. Butchy flicked his wand and made it so. He raked his eyes over her, snorted, and tilted his nose into the air. “Redheads should never wear red. You look ridiculous.”
 
   “Hey now,” Chris scolded. Looping an arm around her waist, he pulled Katya tighter. “I think you look breathtaking,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   Katya giggled and leaned into his chest with a contented sigh.
 
   “Okay, okay. Enough of that nonsense. Let’s eat and be on our way. Rapunzel’s Hair Emporium awaits,” Butchy ordered.
 
   “What’s that?” Nita asked.
 
   “That, my lovely, is your first lesson in being human.” Butchy grinned.
 
   ***
 
   Chris parked the SUV in front of the business and raked his eyes over the building. A large neon sign that said Rapunzel’s Hair Emporium covered the top of the building from one end to the other. Painted signs hung in the windows with sayings that varied from ‘We only use real hair’ to ‘Don’t let your weave go whack,’ and ‘We weave magic into your do.’
 
   “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Chris asked Butchy.
 
   “Of course we are! Nobody does hair like Pricilla and her gang and today, the girls are going to learn all about hair. It’s all part of being a female human,” Butchy retorted.
 
   Katya and Nita exchanged uncertain looks.
 
   “Well, come on. Let’s get moving!” Butchy ordered.
 
   Eyeing the building next door, Chris elbowed Paul. “How about a game of pool? I’m sure we can find something to do to stay out of their hair.”
 
   Leilanni raised her eyes to the sign and read aloud, “Bartello’s Irish Pub. What is Irish, Chris?”
 
   Smirking, he answered, “Ireland is a country in Europe. People who live in that country are Irish.”
 
   “Oh, so Bartello is an Irish name then?” Katya asked.
 
   Chris laughed and shook his head. “I’m pretty sure it’s Italian, but you never know in this part of town.”
 
   Leilanni harshly blew out a huff of air. “Humans make no sense at all.”
 
   “Come on, girls. We mustn’t keep our teacher waiting,” Butchy replied.
 
   Leilanni and Katya took one last longing look at their partners, before turning to follow Butchy.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Chris assured them. “We’ll be right next door if you need us. We’ll come check on you in awhile.”
 
   A loud bell rang as Butchy pushed the glass door open. A raven-haired, dark-skinned beauty with a phone pressed to her ear looked up from the front desk and flashed them a smile. Using her free hand, which sported bright red three-inch long nails, she pointed to the phone first and then the open seating area.
 
   Butchy nodded and hustled the girls toward the row of empty chairs.
 
   The burgundy walls of the establishment were decorated with hand painted abstract murals in vibrant colors featuring women of all nationalities in various poses and hairstyles.
 
   Across the room, a thick curtain of multi-colored beads covered a large open doorway into another part of the building.
 
   The girls wrinkled their noses in disgust after being assailed with the pungent aroma of perm solution, hair dye, and acetone.
 
   Leilanni’s eyes began to water. “What is that awful stench?” she whispered.
 
   Butchy had just started to answer when the beaded curtain swung forward and revealed a buxom dark-skinned woman with hair weaved in tiny little braids that reached below her waist. “Butchy, my pet,” she exclaimed in a thick Jamaican accent. “Where you been? It’s been such a long time.”
 
   Butchy jumped to his feet. “Pricilla, my ebony goddess. I’ve counted the days since I last laid eyes on your ravishing form.”
 
   Pricilla waved off his compliment with a laugh. “Oh go on wit’ yourself now. You always know jus’ what to say to da ladies.”
 
   Butchy leaned forward and dropped a kiss on each of her cheeks. Taking her hand, he stepped dramatically to the side and said, “Girls, this is the goddess of all that is beautiful in fashion. Don’t let her tell you any different.”
 
   The girls smiled and nodded in greeting.
 
   “Nice to meet you, ladies. Now, what can we do for you today?” Pricilla asked.
 
   “Believe it or not, these poor dears are in need of a few lessons. If you and your girls could teach them how to fix their hair in appropriate styles, we’d appreciate it. Of course we will pay for the services,” Butchy replied.
 
   Filled with curiosity, Pricilla’s eyes moved over the three girls. “Deese girls look pulled together. What you mean, they need lessons? Lessons for what?”
 
   “Lessons on different ways to do their hair. They look great now after I’ve spruced them up, but you should have seen them when I found them. I don’t have time to do hair for all three every day,” he answered.
 
   Pursing her lips, she nodded. “Okay den. Let’s get to it, shall we?”
 
   The girls followed the braided woman through the beaded curtain into the styling room beyond. All along both walls sat mirrored workstations with black vinyl stylist’s chairs. Five young women varying in height and size worked busily with customers, while two more lounged on a maroon couch near the door.
 
   “Shaniqua, Regina, get on over here. We’re fixin’ to teach deese girls how to do some hair,” Pricilla said as she motioned to the lounging women.
 
   Shaniqua stood and snapped her fingers, saying, “I hear that.”
 
   Regina, the quieter of the two, said, “Yes, Ma’am, Miss Pricilla.”
 
   The three girls had just taken their seats when an ear splitting screech echoed from the lobby, directly followed by, “Oh, hell no! You are not going up in there like that. This is a classy establishment. We have customers in here!”
 
   Before anyone could respond, a six foot two, heavily muscled man covered in only a red plaid blanket burst through the bead curtains dragging the tiny black woman from the front desk behind him. She held onto the blanket for dear life screaming, “Did you hear me? I said oh, hell no! You are not coming up in here with your half-naked, hairless, sasquatch looking self. I don’t care how damn cute you are!”
 
   Nita jumped to her feet. “Mato? How did you ... why are you...”
 
   Mato raced across the room, tiny woman in tow, and pulled Nita into his bare arms. “My beautiful, Nita. I could not let you go. I have searched the world over looking for you. How I came to this place I do not know. Only that I knew I had to follow your scent and the bond that ties us together.”
 
   Tears filled her eyes as she buried her face in his chest. “I thought I’d lost you forever.”
 
   “Never, my love,” he soothed.
 
   “Okay that’s about enough of this. It’s sweet and everything, but I can’t be having naked men traipsing around my business. Ya’ll are going to have to move this reunion somewhere else,” Pricilla ordered.
 
   “Of course,” Butchy replied. “Umm, Mato, is it? If you’d kindly step into the back room with me I’ll get you something more appropriate to wear.”
 
   Unwilling to let Nita go, Mato shook his head.
 
   She placed a hand on his chest and smiled. “It’s okay. It will only be for a moment.”
 
   Eyes darting between Nita and Butchy, he finally nodded and took a step toward the fairy, only to be pulled backwards.
 
   “Cassandra, let the man go,” Pricilla laughed.
 
   The tiny woman from the front desk released her hold on the blanket and tossed her chin in the air. “Mmmhmm. You just wait. Try that shit again. I’ll cut a bitch.”
 
   Butchy returned with a fully dressed Mato and discovered that Chris and Paul had already joined the party. The men were uncomfortably wedged in small vinyl covered chairs with magazines in their laps. Both hunched forward to leave room for the antiquated dryers behind their heads.
 
   Butchy brought Mato to the row of chairs and introduced him to the others. The men shook hands and then glancing longingly at Nita, Mato managed to shove his large frame between the two silver armrests.
 
   Regina walked circles around Leilanni’s chair. Every so often, she’d stop and grunt, shake her head, and continue moving again. After several rounds about the chair she finally pursed her lips and nodded. “I know exactly what you need. You got that warrior princess look going on, but you need something a little softer for the fellas. Something that says ‘come hither.’ You know what I mean?”
 
   Leilanni shook her head. “No. I don’t know what you mean. What is come hither?”
 
   “Oh, come on, girl. A little sumthin sumthin that says here I am. Come get me.”
 
   Leilanni’s eyes grew wide. Looking in the mirror at Paul who was seated directly behind her, she grimaced. Unfortunately, Paul was lost in his magazine and never raised his eyes.
 
   Regina stepped in front of her holding what appeared to be the mane of an albino horse. “How about this? This will doll you up.”
 
   Staring at the mass of hair, and still wide-eyed, Leilanni violently shook her head. “I don’t think so. Long hair isn’t really my thing.”
 
   Regina laughed and spun the chair around. “Let’s just see, okay? If you don’t like it, we’ll find something else.”
 
   After several minutes of poking, prodding, picking, teasing, and several other things Leilanni didn’t know the definition of, Regina said, “Okay, girl. Just hold your breath.”
 
   Leilanni’s eyes immediately burned with a thousand fires as the breath was sucked from her lungs. Blinking profusely, she wobbled to her feet gasping for air.
 
   “Sit back down. I’m not done!” Regina ordered.
 
   Spinning on her right leg, Leilanni ripped the can of toxic fumes from the woman’s hand and threw it across the room. “Are you trying to kill me? What are you thinking?”
 
   Completely incensed, Regina stepped back and threw her arms out. “You wanna go there? You wanna piece do ya? Come on with it then, bitch.”
 
   Leilanni lunged toward the woman, but felt her body jerk as Paul’s strong hands pulled her back. “Let me go,” she said through her teeth.
 
   Paul pulled her hard against his chest, dipping his head to her ear. “This is not the time or place for this, my love.”
 
   As Leilanni prepared to respond, Katya gasped. Her face ghostly white, she stared into the mirror.
 
   Nita rushed to her side, “What is it, Kat? What do you see?”
 
   Katya’s fingers turned white as she clutched the armrests of her chair. “It’s Goldalynn.”
 
   “Is she coming?” Nita asked.
 
   A loud crash like someone had thrown a chair through the large plate glass window came from the lobby.
 
   Katya whimpered as her eyes locked on her friend. “She’s already here.”
 
   “Butchy!” Nita screamed as she spun towards the door. “Get the men to safety, she’s here!”
 
   Paul growled, shoving Leilanni behind him. “Don’t you dare, Butchy. You’re going to need all of us for this battle.”
 
   Butchy had no time to respond as Goldalynn shot another blast of magic into the beaded curtain that sent beads flying like little missiles in every possible direction.
 
   Completely taken off guard, Pricilla rushed toward Goldalynn saying, “I’m calling the law. What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Goldalynn raised her hand and Pricilla floated into the air. Laughing manically, the witch twisted her hand sharply and Pricilla flipped upside down with her arms to her side.
 
   The other women in the salon screamed and raced to the door.
 
   “Oh, hell nah!” Shaniqua exclaimed. “I did not sign on for this exorcist bullshit. Come on, Regina. We out!”
 
   Regina grabbed a pair of scissors from her workstation and holding them in front of her like a knife, slipped to the side of the crazed witch and ran out the door.
 
   Unlike Regina, Shaniqua almost sauntered out. When she reached the open door, she turned and hollered, “It’s straight, Miss Pricilla. Don’t you fret none. I’ma call my boys. They fixin’ to be all up in here in a bit. Gonna bust a cap in that grudge-lookin, evil-ass motherfuckah.”
 
   Goldalynn’s lips pulled to the side in a wicked grin. “You do that, little girl. They can all die today.” With that she flicked her wrist and sent the sofa flying at the entry door.
 
   Shaniqua ducked and ran down the sidewalk screaming for somebody named Ramon.
 
   Goldalynn made another quick motion with her hand and Pricilla’s body hit the wall with a thud. “Now where were we, dears? Oh yes, you have something I need and you’re going to give it to me.”
 
   Leilanni slipped around Paul, shoving her arms out from her sides. Every pair of scissors in the salon rose into the air. “You want to cut some hair, bitch? How about we cut some of yours?”
 
   Simultaneously, Goldalynn’s hand shot out in front of her shooting a blast of dark magic into Leilanni just as the blonde sent hundreds of sharp scissors flying at the witch.
 
   The blast caught Leilanni in the chest, blowing her backwards into Paul and knocking him off balance.
 
   Goldalynn waved her left hand, deflecting the onslaught of cutting implements to the side, dodging them completely. But in her haste, missed the flash from Butchy’s wand. The blue light caught her in the shoulder and slammed her into the mirror of the first workstation. Shards of glass exploded onto the floor.
 
   Paul hovered over Leilanni. “You okay?”
 
   She nodded and grabbed his offered hand, allowing him to pull her up. Back on her feet again, Leilanni let out a bloodcurdling war cry and clenched her fists. All around mirrors crashed and shattered, leaving bits of jagged glass covering nearly every inch of the floor. “Butchy, get them out!” Leilanni ordered as she raised the shards of glass from the floor.
 
   Goldalynn’s eyes darted between the two, trying to figure out which posed the most danger. Butchy with his wand and fairy magic, or Leilanni with the millions of pieces of glass pointed at her.
 
   “You’ll never win this. You both know you can’t beat me,” she taunted.
 
   Butchy’s jaw jutted forward in defiance. His eyes narrowed with determination and his right hand tightened around the wand.
 
   That was what she needed to see. The fairy was the biggest danger after all. Without warning, she sent a massive blast of dark magic towards Butchy.
 
   Leilanni seized the moment and sent the jagged pieces of mirror into the witch.
 
   Both Butchy and Goldalynn screeched in pain as they hit the ground.
 
   Other than the heavy breathing of the group and Goldalynn’s whimpering, the room grew silent.
 
   Butchy groaned, rolled to his side, and slowly made his way to his feet.
 
   All eyes in the room stared at Goldalynn lying on the floor with glass sticking out of her like a pincushion.
 
   Leilanni took a step towards the witch.
 
   “No, Lee Lee, I’ll do it,” Butchy said softly.
 
   Wand raised and ready, his footsteps crunched broken glass as he walked towards her.
 
   “Enough, dear heart,” the Queen’s voice echoed.
 
   “What was that?” Nita asked.
 
   “Who is it?” Katya joined in.
 
   A golden light, pure and blinding as a thousand suns, filled the room. With it came the scent of wildflowers in full bloom on a clear summer’s morning.
 
   Everyone covered their eyes to protect them from the blinding rays, and when the light receded, the fairy Queen stood before them in all her glory. Her gown wafted around her like fluffy blue clouds. The diamonds in her crown sparkled like the evening stars.
 
   Her eyes moved from Goldalynn’s wounded body, to the group around her. She shook her head sadly, saying, “This is not the place for what must come.”
 
   Confused, the group watched her in wonder as the room went dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Only seconds ago, the small group had been in Rupunzel’s Hair Emporium. Now, suddenly they were in the very graveyard where the first spell had taken place. The place where magic had collided and turned the girls into humans. The place where this twisted tale began.
 
   Goldalynn lay on the moist earth of the graveyard, holding fast to her chest wound. The girls stood above her in a semi-circle, their men at their sides, and their crazy Fairy Godfather across from them ready to protect them if need be.
 
   The Queen of the fairies was there as well, standing across from the group of misfits. She appeared to stand taller than any of them and although it was pitch dark outside, the delicate woman was bathed in glowing magical light. The illumination radiated from her so brightly, Goldalynn clearly saw her surroundings.
 
   She glanced around until her eyes locked on William’s grave. It was well cared for, even though she hadn’t been back to visit his grave for quite some time. She had been so busy dealing with the bears she hadn’t taken time to make the short trip.
 
   Well, she was here now. They probably intended to bury her secretly so that no one would know she was gone.
 
   She knew her wounds were bad. Blood seeped from under her fingers where she tried to hold it in. The sticky fluid poured from her injuries far faster than she would have liked. When she took a breath, her lungs seemed to gurgle and gasp as they tried to fill with air. But it was the drops that worked their way over her lips and slid down her chin that confirmed it. When blood comes from your mouth, you are dying, that much she knew.
 
   “What in the hell? How did we get here?” Leilanni demanded, stepping forward only one pace. Paul reached out and grasped her hand, pulling her back to him.
 
   “Don’t go any closer to the witch,” his voice was soft, but firm.
 
   “Have no fear.” The Queen tilted her head toward Leilanni as she spoke. “I have brought you all here for a reason, which shall be explained. As of this moment, the fight is over. The witch, Goldalynn, will not live.”
 
   She is going to kill me, Goldalynn thought. Who would have thought my demise would be executed by a fairy queen.
 
   The Queen looked down to where Goldalynn laid, the jewels of her crown glittering in the light of their own illumination. “You are dying, child, you will not survive the night. The wound is too great and healing would not help you now.”
 
   “Let’s leave her then.” Leilanni boldly suggested to the queen. “Why bring us all here?”
 
   The Queen’s eyes flicked back over to the blonde woman, holding fast to her mate’s hand. “This,” the queen spread her arms wide. “Is where it all began, and is yet where it shall end.”
 
   Nita calmly stepped forward and dipped into a tiny courtesy. “Your Majesty, what of the curse … and the breaking of it? If Goldalynn dies, we shall never be able to return to our bear forms.”
 
   “I shall address that momentarily. Right now, our priority is Goldalynn, she has only minutes before death claims her.”
 
   Goldalynn felt waves of pain wash over her, she wanted to cry out, but she held it in. Why would this fairy Queen care what happened to her? The blonde was right, they should leave her here to die beside her William’s grave.
 
   “Goldalynn.” The Queen turned back to her once again. “Love is the most powerful magic there is. You have felt this incredible thing, for what you and your William had was real. When you lost him, a part of you was lost as well. William added balance to your life, a balance which dissolved when he was no longer with you, causing you to have a brush with insanity.
 
   You have not been yourself these last months. The true Goldalynn with the caring and loving heart would have never harmed another for her own gain.”
 
   This was true, but Goldalynn could not make the words, she only nodded her head once as tears escaped the corners of her eyes and slid down her cheeks.
 
   “I am going to give you a gift, instead of punishment. It is not my place to judge you, nor to order your death. I do this, not because I care about you, it is love I care about. When I see true love, I can’t help but want it to prevail.”
 
   “I … don’t understand,” Goldalynn managed to breathe out. Her voice barely a whisper, as her body was weakening by the second.
 
   “The truth of the matter is this. When you and William wed, he gave you a band of melded fairy gold and you slid the same onto his own finger. When he was killed, death did not claim him as it claims most humans. The rings linked his spirit to the fairy realm and it is there that he now resides.”
 
   “He lives?” Goldalynn could not believe her ears were hearing this.
 
   “His spirit lives. He shall never be able to move about in the human world, but in our realm, he can reside as long as he chooses. You, shall have the same choice, for you wear the ring.” The Queen tilted her head again, question twinkling in her eyes. “Would you like to cross into our realm and be with William … or would you like to die a human death?”
 
   Goldalynn lifted her hand just a bit, so that she could see the ring. “I…” Confusion and pain muddled her mind so much she thought maybe she was hallucinating. It couldn’t be far off, since her insanity had caused her to hear William talking to her.
 
   “Goldalynn, is this what you choose? You must make haste with your choice, your time is short now.”
 
   There was no choice. It was William. “Yes.” A strangled cry escaped her throat. “I choose William.”
 
   “So be it.” The Queen lifted her arms and spread them wide. A flash of golden light burst forth near William’s grave. “William, come and retrieve your love from the human world.”
 
   A collective gasp could be heard from those who watched the scene unfold. The girls, their mates and Butchy, were all stunned by the sudden appearance of the handsome blond man who stepped through the glittering golden light, and into the graveyard.
 
   “Goldie.”
 
   Shock resonated throughout Goldalynn’s body. How could this be? There he was. Her William, just as solid and real as he ever was. He took another two strides and then knelt down by her side. “I told you not to give up on me, Goldie.”
 
   “William. Is it really you?”
 
   “Yes, love, it’s me.” He reached down and drew up her hand, clutching it between both of his. “I’ve come to get you.”
 
   Goldalynn smiled weakly, “Come to take me to the fairy realm, have you?”
 
   “Why, Goldie, don’t you remember, fairies don’t exist.”
 
   If she could’ve mustered the strength, she would have laughed a good one with him. She clearly remembered telling him that when he showed her the ring. “I … was wrong,” she choked out instead.
 
   The queen stepped up beside Goldalynn and William. “The time has come. You must take her before she is gone completely.”
 
   William glanced up at the queen and gave a quick nod. “Come with me now and we shall live happy ever after.”
 
   “But … I’ve done so … much.” She threw a glance to the girls. “I … I need to … apologize.” She accentuated her last sentence with a horrendous wheeze and more blood bubbled up between her lips.
 
   The queen nodded. “They have heard you. Now, go with William.”
 
   For a moment, Goldalynn appeared to struggle with the idea of how she was supposed to go with William. Did she get up and walk? Was her spirit supposed to leave her body? How exactly was this done?
 
   Luckily, the queen intervened, “Goldalynn, grasp both of William’s hands and simply let him lead you.”
 
   William reached out, extending both his hands out for her. Feeling as if her arms were made of lead, she slowly reached up to meet him. When their fingertips connected, a burst of golden light sparked from the touch. Goldalynn’s eyes grew wide, but William ignored it and entwined their fingers together.
 
   “It’s time now.” He pulled her up in one swift movement and another collective gasp was heard from the bystanders as Goldalynn’s spirit was drawn from the shell of her body. For a moment, the spirit Goldalynn shimmered with transparency, as if struggling to stay solid.
 
   The moment her spirit became full and complete, her body slumped unceremoniously against the ground.
 
   William then reached down and lifted her into his arms. “You and me forever,” he whispered into her ear.
 
   Goldalynn lay limply within the cradle of her love’s arms, completely at peace and unworried about what would follow. William turned to the girls and tilted his head in greeting, but also farewell, “My apologies for your troubles.”
 
   The small group, no matter how angry, hurt and full of vengeance they were, appeared far too awed by what was happening to properly answer. However, Butchy did manage a nod in return. William then turned to the Queen, “Thank you … for everything.”
 
   The Queen rewarded him with a tight smile. “Go on now, before it’s too late.”
 
   And then, William faced the brilliant golden light from which he had appeared. The group could only see his back, which appeared a shadow compared to the bright illumination. Goldalynn’s long, dark tresses flowed down over William’s arm and swayed gently in the breeze. Slowly, carefully, he carried his love into the portal to the fairy realm, where they would live happily for as long as they chose to do so.
 
   So ends the tale of Goldalynn and William, a tale of love and hatred, a tale of how love can be what makes you whole … can be what makes life worth living. However, it is also a tale of how that same love can be your undoing.
 
   Now what of the girls, I’m sure your thinking.
 
   And you would be correct, for the tale would not be complete without finding out how our girls fared in the end, now would it?
 
   After Goldalynn and William left for the fairy realm, the Queen smiled, genuinely happy for them and how their story ended.
 
   The shimmering golden light disappeared and the Queen finally turned to Butchy, the girls and their men. “Now, I suppose we have a few things to discuss, don’t we?”
 
   “Damn right we do,” Leilanni scoffed, “Like how are we supposed to return to our true forms now that the witch is dead.”
 
   “Leilanni!” Butchy scolded, clearly appalled at how Leilanni had spoken to the Queen.
 
   The Queen lifted a hand, “That’s quite all right, Bartholomew. She has a right to question. Their lives have been turned upside down these last few days.” Her crystal blue eyes focused on the blonde woman before her. “Now tell me, Leilanni, the bold and powerful, do you even want to go back to your true form now that the soul bond has brought you true love?”
 
   Taken off guard, Leilanni stepped backward a pace and Paul wrapped his arms around her waist. She had been so concentrated on finding the cure, protecting themselves from Goldalynn and adjusting to her human form, that she hadn’t considered the fact that if she returned to her bear form, Paul would be lost to her.
 
   “What about you?” the Queen continued, “Nita, who brings balance and calm into our world. Now that you and Mato have found each other, is it your wish to return to your animal form?”
 
   After a short pause, the Queen finally turned to Katya, “And Katya, the sensitive and joyous, you have love, a soul mate. Would you leave him forever to become a bear again?”
 
   Before the girls could answer, Butchy spoke up. “With all due respect, your highness. You told me that the girls would be returned to their bear forms when they all found true love.”
 
   The queen nodded, acknowledging his statement. “Yes, I did tell you that, but I lied.”
 
   “Lied!” Butchy gawked at his queen. “But, why?”
 
   She waved her hand in a dismissive manner. “I told you, I’m a huge fan of true love.”
 
   Butchy, closed his eyes and shook his head as if that would help the conversation make more sense. “Can you please explain?”
 
   “Yes,” Leilanni demanded. “Explain!” Nita, Katya and the men all nodded their heads in agreement.
 
   “All right, all right.” She reached up and adjusted her crown and then began to speak. “It wasn’t a curse which turned you all into humans. It was a combination of fairy magic. The spells did collide, but the fairy magic in Goldalynn’s ring overrode the dark magic she was trying to cast. So, in that case, Goldalynn wouldn’t have been able to reverse the spell even if she’d wanted to. This particular mix of spells is permanent.”
 
   Chris sensed Katya was upset and drew her close to his side. “You … you, lied about us being able change back? We have to stay like this forever?”
 
   “But like I asked you before, do you really want to go back to being a bear?” The Queen repeated her previous question.
 
   Katya straightened her shoulders, “I know I want to stay human and be with Chris. But, there are times I want my true form.”
 
   With a stomp of her foot, Leilanni fisted her hands at her side, “You act as if this is a choice. Yet, you have already told us that we cannot be returned to our bear forms. So, I don’t see why we’re getting this run around.”
 
   Nita, assessing the situation, switched her gaze back and forth between the Queen and the others. “She’s right, why do you toy with us?”
 
   The Queen offered another genuine smile. “Because, my dear girls, I believe I have a perfect solution to the problem. No spell can return you permanently to your former selves, which, I gather from your silence when asked, you’d rather not do anyway. However, I can offer you this … what if you could be a bear only sometimes, and human as well. Like Mato and Chris, here, you would be able to choose when you shift forms.”
 
   Although the offer seemed good, Leilanni was not convinced. “How can you give this gift, yet be unable to return us for good? Besides, you’ve already proven yourself a liar. I don’t know if I believe you can really do this.”
 
   “I understand your concern. It would take more power than I have to make it permanent, is basically the answer. But I can give you the magic … the power, to return to the form whenever you choose.”
 
   Nita stepped forward. “I want it. I choose to be both human and bear.”
 
   “Nita!” Leilanni, cried out. “We don’t even know that it will work.”
 
   With a shake of her head, Nita turned to Leilanni. “I don’t care. If I can be human and be with Mato, yet also be the bear who I am at heart, then I’ll take it. It’s better than being human all the time.” She turned back to the Queen, “Let’s do it.”
 
   Mato, grasped Nita’s hand and pulled her close. “I do not want you to put yourself at risk for me. I will not lose you.”
 
   “It’s totally safe, I assure you,” the Queen interjected.
 
   Nita gave Mato’s hand a squeeze and turned back to the queen. “I’m ready.”
 
   “Turn around and expose your shoulder blade to me.”
 
   Nita did as the queen instructed, pulling her shirt up and over. She felt the queen place her hand flat upon the exposed area and mutter some foreign words, then a sprinkling of fairy dust shimmered down onto her.
 
   Was that it, Nita thought, she didn’t feel any different. Then, a sudden burning sensation bore into her shoulder underneath the Queen’s unwavering palm. Nita bit her lip to keep from crying out. It felt like the Queen had placed hot coals upon her skin. And then, just as the pain was becoming unbearable, it began to wane. “It is done.” The Queen removed her hand from Nita’s shoulder and stepped back.
 
   “What did you do to her?” Leilanni demanded.
 
   Katya moved in before Leilanni could get to Nita and quickly examined Nita’s back. “Ohhh, I love it!”
 
   “Love what?” Nita asked, wishing she could see her own back.
 
   “Do me now!” Katya demanded of the Queen. “I, too, would like to be human and bear.”
 
   Nita looked to Leilanni for help. “What’s on my back?”
 
   The blonde woman leaned in and quickly looked to where the Queen had touched her. “It’s a bear paw. I actually like it a lot.”
 
   “So she hasn’t scarred me.” Nita was afraid that the Queen had left a hideous scar upon her back.
 
   “No, it’s a mark. A mark of the bear.” Nita could tell by the level of Leilanni’s voice that she approved.
 
   “Katya.” The queen beckoned the redhead over to her. “Please, do as Nita did and you will receive your mark as well.
 
   Katya did as she was asked and unlike Nita, Katya did cry out a little bit. But, Chris was there beside her to grasp her hand and soothe her through it. “Only a moment more, dear Katya.” When it was done, Katya grinned and hugged Chris. “I can’t wait to change so that we can run together.”
 
   The Queen’s gaze drifted to Leilanni. “So, do you choose to be both human and bear? Or only human? The choice is completely up to you.”
 
   Leilanni drew in a deep breath and then exhaled. “I choose both.” Even though she chose both, she knew what gave her second thoughts was the fact that Nita and Katya’s mates were both bear shifters, her man was an alligator … an alligator who couldn’t even shift.
 
   “Very well,” the Queen repeated the process again. Before she began, Paul caught the eye of the queen and whispered, “If you hurt her, I will kill you.”
 
   “Do not worry, my friend.”
 
   And then, before she knew it, Leilanni had her very own bear paw on her shoulder blade. The queen stood back and caught each of the girls’ eyes. “These marks you now carry are the mark of the bear. They are not merely a symbol, but also hold the magic which will allow you to shift as you please.”
 
   “How does it work?” Katya asked. “I mean, how do we begin the change.”
 
   The Queen glanced at Chris. “I think that these young men can help you with that, for it is done the same way.”
 
   Katya looked up at Chris and Nita at Mato, but as Leilanni looked to Paul, his eyes were on the ground. The queen noticed and stepped toward him with her hand stretched out to him. “Dearest Paul, the fierce and loyal, do you think I have forgotten about you? I know what ails you.”
 
   Paul met the Queen’s eyes and held her gaze. “I don’t require anything, Your Majesty.”
 
   She shook her head, “Ah, ever so prideful. Paul, I know that you are only a human, who was once an alligator.” Paul nodded in confirmation, “Would you like to be able to shift back and forth between human and your true form?”
 
   “I’d like that very much, Highness.”
 
   “Come. Step forward,” the Queen ordered and Paul immediately did as she asked. Then, the Queen reached into some hidden pocket within the folds of her gown and extracted a leather cord with an alligator tooth attached to it. “This necklace is like the girls’ mark. It holds the power for you to shift between forms. You will wear this, dearest Paul, so that you will be able to stay true to both your love and the animal inside of you.”
 
   Paul tilted his head forward and let the Queen slide the necklace over his head. Once she stepped back, he lifted his head until his eyes met hers. “Thank you. There aren’t enough ways to thank you.”
 
   The Queen waved him off. “All in the name of true love, which I believe on this night has prevailed.”
 
   The girls, all holding hands with their men, smiled. For they knew that true love had, indeed, won the fight this time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   After telling Butchy to return with the girls for a few days, the Queen left the group shortly after and they all stepped through a portal back to the cabin, the place where they felt safest. Everyone was exhausted from the encounters the day before and it didn’t take long for all of them to fall fast asleep.
 
   When the sun rose the next day, the cabin in the clearing was already bursting with activity. The door slammed open and Nita shooed the men out onto the porch. “We need groceries,” she explained. “All of you go to town and get everything we need.”
 
   “We don’t have a car!” Paul complained.
 
   “Then get one when you get to town,” Nita ordered, slamming the door in his face. Paul turned to face the others, “Women.” He shrugged.
 
   Mato laughed. “My Nita, not only beautiful, but fierce.”
 
   Chris shook his head and was about to add to the conversation when a shiny black truck suddenly appeared in the drive. All the male heads swung in the direction of the cabin and they saw the source. Butchy stood in the kitchen window, watching their struggle.
 
   “Thanks, Uncle Butchy,” Paul called out. “I’m driving!” he called as he jogged down the steps.
 
   “No you aren’t,” both Mato and Chris replied in unison as they also headed for the truck. Chris made it to the driver’s side first so he yanked open the door and slid behind the wheel. The other guys jumped up into the cab and joined him.
 
   Then they were off to get the groceries, just a little inkling of what their lives were now going to be like with their women.
 
   Meanwhile, back at the cabin.
 
   “They’re gone!” Katya peeked through the curtains. Nita bent beside her so that she could get a look, too.
 
   “I don’t see why we couldn’t do this with them here. It’s not a secret,” Leilanni scowled.
 
   Nita held up her hand to calm her. “I know, I know. But, I just wanted our first moment back as bears to be special, something for us to savor. It began with us three and this new beginning will be the three of us alone again.”
 
   Butchy wandered into the room. “Go on girls, go have your run.” He waved them off.
 
   The girls grew silent and looked at each other. Then, with a squeal, Katya was off and running. She slammed out the door and hopped off of the porch with Nita and Leilanni following close behind her with large grins spread across their faces.
 
   Butchy watched his charges from the porch. They smiled and laughed as they ran for the woods, stripping off their clothes and tossing them carelessly away. Just before they disappeared from the clearing into the woods, the three women shifted and it was three bears of a different color that were seen charging into the forest.
 
   Good for them, Butchy thought after they had gone into the forest. They had found their true loves and were also able to be whom they were inside. While he was genuinely happy for the girls, he couldn’t help the pang of jealously that wiggled into his heart.
 
   He had done so much for these charges and where was his reward? That’s right, he didn’t get anything out of it. He had grown fond of the girls and their men, there was that much, but he couldn’t help but wish for his own true love.
 
   Letting out a sigh, Butchy stepped inside and retrieved his bottle of whiskey from the kitchen. Not even bothering with a glass, he went back outside and plopped himself down on the porch with his sorrow and his bottle.
 
   “Well, a happy ending for most is still a happy ending.” He raised the bottle and toasted himself. “True love prevails.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Brunhilda nervously moved between the two long book-covered tables, stopping here and there to flip through pages. “It’s not here, Albert,” she’d say aloud.
 
   As time passed, the intensity with which she searched heightened and with it, the insane conversation grew even more hostile.
 
   “They’ll pay, Albert. Oh, yes they will.”
 
   The old woman stopped at the end of the long table and glanced around the ancient library at the hundreds of books still lining the shelves. “You can defeat it, he said.”
 
   She shook her head. “Can’t defeat fate.” Her head flew back as maniacal laughter escaped her throat.
 
   Spinning, she pointed into thin air as if conversing with an invisible being. “Don’t you say that! Don’t you ever say that. I tried. I did! Anastasia was my gift to the world and he took her. He took her and he killed her. That was not my fault!”
 
   Brunhilda’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes, yes. I’ll find the spell. Not to worry.”
 
   Moving through the tables again, she hovered over one book in particular. “Yesssss. Oh, such a nasty spell. Not the one I need, but surely one I can use.” She cackled.
 
   Her shoulders bent as she shuffled to the fireplace. She groaned as she hoisted the large black cauldron sitting off to the side and hung it on the hook over the fire. Moving faster now, she retrieved a large clay pot full of clear liquid and dumped the contents into the cauldron. She worked her mouth until it was full of spit and then spat into the kettle. Her claw-like finger shot into the fluid, stirring in a counter clockwise motion.
 
   “Yes, yes. That’s it. Now we shall see what those horrid bears are up to. We’ll find him and make him pay for taking her.”
 
   The old woman’s head jerked to the left. “Don’t you say that! They have it coming. Those girls have to pay for taking my baby.”
 
   As if still responding to the invisible source, she began violently shaking her head. “No. No. No! You don’t understand. You never understand, Albert.”
 
   Sighing, she pulled her wand from a hidden pocket inside her cloak and shot a beam of red light into the wall over her shoulder. “Now, I didn’t want to have to do that, Albert, but you gave me no choice. I have far too many things to do to fool with you at the moment.”
 
   Brunhilda gazed into the cauldron and waited for images of the girls to appear. One by one, their faces floated across the mirror-like surface. The blonde’s blood-streaked face, followed by the red head with tears flowing freely down her cheeks, and then finally the ebony haired girl. Her expression clouded with worry and torment.
 
   The old woman’s lips spread into a toothy grin. Her once tightly-wound hair had slipped from its ties, leaving long tendrils of grey to float around her head like snakes. “Oh they will pay, all right. They will most certainly pay.”
 
   She scurried to the shelved books and ran her finger across the spines until she found what she was looking for. It had been a very long time since the woman had practiced real magic. Oh she’d tried well enough when her daughter had been ill, but even then Albert wouldn’t shut his mouth long enough for her to really think it through. If she’d had more time...
 
   She raised her head to listen as a loud bang followed by a moan echoed through the back room. She needed to hurry up and find that spell. Her guests were waking and it wouldn’t do to be unprepared.
 
   A loud roar echoed through the stone edifice. The old woman cackled and shuffled to a small iron door at the back of the room. It took at least a minute for her to remove the iron bar over the door. She could have used magic, but she was saving it. That last battle had taken too much power. Finally freeing the door, she pulled it towards her. Metal grated against stone with an ear splitting screech as it moved.
 
   Inside the dank room stood three strong cages. Two held bears, but one held a strapping young man wearing only a crocodile tooth necklace. He glared at her accusingly as she approached.
 
   “Brunhilda, you need to let us go. This was all a big mistake.”
 
   The old woman threw her head back and laughed. “Mistake then? You all accidently stole the only thing I ever loved?”
 
   The young man nodded. “We really didn’t mean for it to happen that way. If you’d just hear us out--”
 
   She shook her head. “No. Time for talking has passed. Payment must be made.”
 
   “Brunhilda, please.”
 
   Her withered face wrinkled impossibly deeper as her eyebrows drew together. “Who is this Brunhilda? That woman doesn’t exist anymore, boy. Brunhilda tried to keep me at bay, but you can’t fight destiny. Oh, no you cannot.”
 
   The naked young man rolled his eyes in disdain. “If you are not Brunhilda, then who are you?”
 
   Rage flashed in her eyes as she spun to face him. “I am Babba Yaga. Strongest of all witches. Now keep silent or die.”
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Excerpt:
 
   Oceans of Red
 
   Demon Revolution
 
   Written by Willow Cross
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   December 21, 2012
 
   3:33 am
 
    
 
   The walls of the ancient adobe church shuddered as the first tremor hit. Cloaked figures, knowing they would likely die during the event about to transpire, remained on their knees and continued chanting. Candlelight flickered casting odd shadows on the walls. Within seconds, another tremor shook the floor beneath them. The priests lurched forward. Now, prostrate on the floor, their voices rose in unison as they beseeched God in all his infinite glory to hold fast the seal.
 
   Centered in the tile floor of the room, a mosaic of the virgin mother holding her babe covered the ancient site. They knew the decoration held no power. What was beneath held evil in check. The seal, if broken, would mean the end of everything just as the prophecies foretold.
 
   Bits of adobe fell from the walls, joined by small chunks of tile from the ceiling. A loud boom echoed through the structure. Cracks and fissures made their way across the entire span of the floor. Pieces of the mosaic popped and flew into the air. Their voices did not falter as the dirt under the place where the mosaic had been, dropped and caved in. Dark smoke erupted from the gaping hole blanketing the room. As the quake intensified, the smoke pushed against the ceiling until it blew up and out in small pieces.
 
   The two heavy entryway doors flew back with a crash. One priest, still praying, glanced over his shoulder. His voice caught in his throat.
 
   A young girl, not more than twenty, hovered in the doorway. Her vacant eyes stared straight ahead. Wind whipped long tendrils of blond hair around her slender body as she floated forward.
 
   “We must leave, brothers. It is too late. We have lost,” he yelled over the raging wind.
 
   Several priests came to their knees while others continued yelling supplications.
 
   The darkness swirled around the woman, engulfing her. Although they knew what was happening, most remained stationary, watching the horrifying event. A noise akin to thousands of wings flapping overpowered the sounds of breaking glass, wind, and falling adobe. Then silence came. The darkness evaporated and only the young woman remained.
 
   She smiled. An unearthly glow surrounded her. Her rich seductive voice called out to them, “Be not afraid. I have come to free you. Serve me and live forever in peace and joy.”
 
   The men stumbled to their feet each uttering oaths to God for intervention. Many held the large silver crosses hanging from their necks in front of them. Some cried as they kissed the archaic symbols while others searched for a way out.
 
   “What, no takers? It’s a good deal. You’ve lost and I’ve won. Serve me.”
 
   The only white robed priest spat on the ground. “Abomination. Lucifer! You have no place here!”
 
   “Lucifer?” she laughed. “You wish it were that easy.” The smile left her face and her eyes began to pulsate with red light. “On your knees.”
 
   “Never,” many whispered.
 
   The beautiful woman tilted her head to the side as if surprised. “So be it. Come.”
 
   Another dark mass erupted from the hole. Swaths of black separated from the main column to encircle each priest. Only a few had time to pull the crosses apart and thrust the blades hidden within into their hearts. Those that failed felt a weightlessness surround them as their bodies levitated from the floor. Dangling just above the ground, they kicked and pawed at the air as the oily smoke poured into their mouths. Soon the gagging sounds from those afflicted subsided.
 
   The men dropped to their knees as each pair of glowing red eyes locked on their leader’s face.
 
   Her lips twisted into another smile as she slowly ran a hand across her cheek and down her neck. “This one is very nice, don’t you agree?”
 
   “Yes, Master,” they answered in unison.
 
   “Swear your allegiance to me.”
 
   “We are yours, do what you will,” they answered.
 
   “Good. That’s more like it.” With a flick of her hand she dismissed them. “You know the plan. Go forth and conquer.”
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   August 14, 2015
 
   10:57 pm
 
    
 
   Eight sets of red glittered in the darkness. Remy slowly brought the sword around in an arc above her head. “Four. You copy?”
 
   A voice answered from the tiny earpiece, “Copy that. We need one, Rem. Think you can handle that?”
 
   Her neck popped as she rolled her head. First to the left, and then to the right. Pushing her shoulders back, she released the last bit of pent up tension in her muscles. The only sound breaching the unnatural silence filling the dark city streets was the rasp of her leather jumpsuit as she repositioned her body. Knees slightly bent and sword ready, her eyes remained focused on the approaching men. “Again?”
 
   “Sorry, boss says we need more intel.”
 
   “Just freaking wonderful.”
 
   A dark parking lot wasn’t the best place to fight demons. Too many vehicles to hide behind. Her head jerked to the left as one blurred and separated from the others. His movement so fast, she nearly missed it. “Think I found the leader. He might take off before I can kill the other three.”
 
   “Copy that. Do what you can. Go for Kangaroo Alpha.”
 
   A faint smile appeared on her lips. Her father had the weirdest sense of humor. Kangaroo Alpha stood for kick ass. Even when the odds were against them, he made jokes.
 
   The light above her flickered. Although she preferred to fight in the dark, that one light would allow her to see the faces of her attackers. She remained adamant about seeing faces. If she ended up killing a friend, or relative, she wanted to know. That was just one more grudge she could hold against them, and she craved the hate. Hate added to strength, and she’d need it.
 
   The three in front crouched and waited. Whispers began echoing in her mind. “Come with us, Remy. You will be happy with us. The Master can give you everything you’ve ever dreamed of.”
 
   It was always the same line of bullshit with them. She swallowed the knot of nausea forming in her stomach, reached down, and pushed a button on her iPod. Rock music exploded in her ears, deafening the whispers.
 
   Knowing there was no hope of enticing her now, the three advanced.
 
   She smiled. She was in the zone. The rock beat raged on. Waiting…waiting…just about…now. Remy leapt into action. Her body spun in the air as she completed the roundhouse, making contact with the head in front of her. Feet hit the ground and she repeated the process in the other direction. Two flew several feet back on impact. Bringing her sword around with her, she cleanly sliced through the remaining abomination’s stomach. Its body shimmered before a dark mass of protoplasm erupted from its eyes, nose, and mouth. Vomiting out and upward, it raced into the sky.
 
   The demon spawn drew back into the darkness. A flash and puff of smoke was the only indication that a gun had been fired. Remy’s body kicked into overdrive. The distinct tink of deflection filled the night as her sword moved so fast it became a blur. Small flashes of light appeared as the projectiles hit and bounced off the metal blade. Face set, her blue eyes sparkled in the night.
 
   The demons glanced at each other and separated.
 
   Remy leapt to the roof of the car behind her, watching as they circled around. She glanced over her shoulder to confirm the leader’s position. Motionless, his red eyes flickered like miniature rubies in the night. Under her feet, she felt the car shudder before it began to bounce wildly. She jumped from the roof and somersaulted through the air, keeping her arms extended. The car turned on its side and flew behind her, crashing into the building on the far side of the lot. Flames erupted from the engine.
 
   As her feet hit the ground, they closed in. The tallest slid behind her and grabbed at her head. Unable to grasp her short hair, the motion threw him off balance. He stumbled and attempted to regain his footing while the other launched himself at her legs.
 
   She threw her elbow back, simultaneously bringing her knee up to meet with the other man’s face before his arms could wrap around her legs. Pain and a dull thud told her she’d made contact with the man behind her. The demon in front lay stunned on the ground; blood gushed from its mouth and broken nose. Thrusting her sword through his midsection, she forced the blade up and to the side. The thing behind her grunted. Remy pulled a bowie knife from a sheath attached to her thigh and spun.  His face registered nothing but shock. A thin red line formed across his neck. For a moment he stared at her, then grabbing his neck, his body shuddered as he gasp for air. Blood spurted through his fingers and he crumpled to the ground. Darkness erupted from both as the song on her iPod changed.
 
   Remy turned to face the watcher. As she figured, he was gone. “Shit,” she said under her breath and shut off the music. Eyes darting around the lot, she made sure there was no sign of him. “Control?”
 
   “Copy.”
 
   “Three down.”
 
   “Did you get any intel?”
 
   Remy sighed. “I told you--”
 
   “Come home, Remy. The admiral wants to debrief you.”
 
   “I’m sure he does. Send in the cleaners.”
 
   “Copy that.”
 
   Placing one foot on the chest of the human shell in front of her, she yanked on the sword. It came free with a strange sucking noise. Remy bent down and wiped the blade against the pants leg of the corpse. “Too bad,” she thought. “He was really cute. What a waste.” Scanning the empty lot one last time, she disappeared into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Remy bent at the waist, allowing the green light to scan her eye. Stepping back, the small metal door in front of her made a swishing noise as is slid back into the doorframe. Once she made it through the short white tunnel to the second door, she began stripping away the small armory attached to her body and deposited the deadly items into a large white drawer that had opened beside the door. It took a few minutes to remove all her weapons.
 
   “Rem?” A voice came over the loud speaker.
 
   “I’m hurrying. This is a stupid rule.” She said as she dropped the last knife in the drawer.
 
   “Breathe into the mechan--”
 
   “I know.” Leaning over, she blew into a plastic cylinder.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Whatever. Hurry it up, would ya? I have to pee.”
 
   The door slid open. Stepping inside, she met a small raven-haired, extremely pallid girl. Shane’s blue eyes sparkled, but she managed to keep a smile from showing. The likeness between the two was uncanny.
 
   Remy grinned. “Dad’s pissed, huh?”
 
   Shane nodded and a soft giggle escaped. “Rem, why can’t you ever follow orders? Dad specifically told you--”
 
   “Dad wasn’t there. Hurry up. I have to pee.”
 
   Still trying not to laugh, the young girl ran a small hand held gadget up and down Remy’s body. “Well you’re clean. Though why they’d think a demon would even want to enter a bitter old crone like you, I’ll never know.”
 
   “Ha!” Bringing her arms out from her sides, Remy shouted, “Look folks, we have ourselves a comedian. Anyone want to buy a ticket?”
 
   Shane shoved at her right arm. “Stop. You know if you’d just take things seriously--”
 
   The look on Remy’s face shut her up. “Tell Dad I’ll be down in a couple minutes.”
 
   Shane nodded.
 
   As she walked down the stairway, she heard her sister call from behind, “You know if you didn’t insist on wearing that leather getup, it wouldn’t be such a difficult task.”
 
   “Whatever, Shane.”  Remy continued the two levels down to the dorm wing and headed towards her room smiling. It wasn’t Shane’s job to handle door duty, but she always insisted on being there when Remy returned from a mission. They rarely hugged, and thanks to their father, seldom said ‘I love you’, but they were close. Remy owed her sister a lot. Even after she had killed their mother, Shane stuck by her.
 
   Moving into her room, she hastily stripped down, threw her clothes in a bin, and headed for the shower. The shot of adrenaline given before every mission was wearing off. Her muscles ached and she was weary. She stood for a while, letting the hot water cascade down her sore body before lathering up and rinsing. Now that her hair was so short, one towel would do the trick with drying off.
 
   Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she shook her head and moved on. She missed her long hair, but long hair can be used against you. Dried, she lay on her bed for a moment before dressing. She didn’t dread seeing her father, she hardly ever did, but she knew he’d have another long lecture waiting for her. Figuring she’d wasted enough time, she grabbed a pair of jeans from the closet and pulled on a pink hoody. She ran her fingers through her hair and set out barefoot towards the center of the complex.
 
   ***
 
   He looked up from paperwork as she entered. Perspiration beaded across his brow, adding even more shine to his baldness.  Before the invasion, she and her siblings had joked about polishing his melon into a mirror-like sheen. Now it seemed like eons ago. His secretary nodded to her and smiled.
 
   “That’ll be all, Sally. Make sure the memo is sent out right away. We don’t have much time to get this in order.”
 
   “Yes, Admiral,” she answered, and scurried through the door, closing it behind her.
 
   “Take a seat.”
 
   Remy sat quietly and crossed her legs. The dark uniform he insisted on wearing, even though the United States no longer existed, fit his powerful frame perfectly. With the chest full of metals and gold piping, he made an impressive figure sitting behind the large mahogany desk. The room, lined with matching bookshelves seemed more of a library than an office. Near the door, the bookshelves gave way to a black Formica countertop that held a small stainless steel sink and a coffee maker. The light on the machine was on, but it didn’t appear to have much in there. She sighed. A cup of coffee would have done wonders right now.
 
   The Admiral, noticing her bare feet, pulled his lips to the side making a grunting noise.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “You should always be ready for battle, Rem. How many times do I have to tell you that?”
 
   Uncrossing her legs, she leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees. “Well, Admiral, if you want me ready for battle at all times, why do you keep taking my weapons? It’s a stupid rule.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Yes, well--we don’t want the others coming in loaded, do we? And I can hardly single you out.”
 
   “Dad, I’m pretty sure everyone knows I’m your daughter by now,” she laughed.
 
   “That’s not the point and you know it. Now what happened out there?”
 
   “S.S.D.D. I knew I couldn’t take down the three and get to their leader. They’re too smart for that.”
 
   He moved some papers around on his desk. “There’s always hope. We need to find out where the new base is.”
 
   “I blew up the last base. It didn’t do any good. We need to find out how to seal the rift. I kill them, they evacuate the shell and come right back through another processing house. We’re just killing people to kill them now.” Standing, she moved to coffee maker. Picking up the pot, she sighed and swirled the coffee around.
 
   “Maybe so, but we can’t just sit on our asses and do nothing.” Glancing up, he winked. “Be a dear and make some more, would you?”
 
   “Have the priests come up with anything new?”
 
   Papers rustled behind her back, but he remained silent. After filling the maker with water, and throwing in a bag of coffee, she turned to face him. “Well?”
 
   A tinge of red developed under his smooth, caramel skin as the muscles in his jaw tightened. “I’m not sending you. I’m not sending anyone. It’s too closely guarded. No one would make it back from that mission alive, and you know it.”
 
   Shoving a stack of papers to the side, she sat on the corner of the desk. “Dad, we need the shroud. Father Christman says that it is the only way to do mass exorcisms. Without it, we can only save one person at a time. That’s not working. There are too few of us and too many of them.”
 
   “The inoculations are doing very well in trials. Shortly we’ll be able to treat many of the exposed.”
 
   “It’s still not perfect though. Most who take them can become infected again.”
 
   “Remy, I know you’re still hurting about what happened with your mother, but really--”
 
   Her fist slammed on the desktop, sending papers skittering across the desk only to float to the floor. “This is not about Mom. This is about human beings. Every day I leave here to kill human beings. The demons aren’t dying. They just keep coming back in different human beings.”
 
   His eyebrows moved up as he fixed his steely blue eyes on her.
 
   She locked eyes with him for a moment before expelling an exasperated breath. Breaking his gaze, she stood and began picking papers off the floor. The coffee maker made a swooshing noise. After laying the papers on his desk, she poured a cup. “Two creams, one sugar?”
 
   “Black today. Dr. Rosin says I need to cut back on sugar.”
 
   Remy nodded. Setting his cup in front of him, she said, “We have no hope of winning when they have all the numbers. You taught me that.”
 
   He took a sip and leaned back in his chair. “I agree that, eventually, it must be done. When the time comes, Sam can do it.”
 
   She shook her head. “Sam’s not nearly as good as I am, and you know it. Now Greg and I, we could pull it off.”
 
   “Red contact lenses will not get you through the check points. And that cross around your neck will be a sure fire giveaway. How do you propose you’ll enter?”
 
   She thought for a moment. “The cross will have to go. The rest can be handled.”
 
   Shaking his head, he continued to hold her gaze. “You’ll be infected. Then what? You two return here, and security is breached. Who meets you at the door, Rem? You obviously haven’t thought this through.”
 
   Shane’s face flashed in her mind.
 
   “Admiral?” Sally’s voice interrupted from the squawk box on the desk.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Father Thomas is here to see you.”
 
   “Send him in Sal. We’re done here,” he said, nodding to Remy.
 
   Rising, she grabbed her cup and headed for the door.
 
   “Think about it, Rem.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a quick nod.
 
   ***
 
   She found Greg exactly where she’d expected, stuffing his face in the mess hall. The spacious cafeteria would hold close to fifty people. Only during staff meetings would the room be at capacity. She glanced around at the white tables, chairs, walls, and floor, wondering why her father insisted on making the place look like a sterile hospital. Greg nodded and tapped the empty seat beside him.
 
   The three men seated with him acknowledged her presence and quietly moved to a table in the far corner. Everyone at the shop liked them both, but not when they were together. She smiled, and went to the counter to retrieve her dinner.
 
   “Barbeque and Mac-n-cheese?” Martina asked with a smile.
 
   “What else you got?”
 
   Still smiling, she repeated, “Barbeque sandwiches and Mac-n-cheese.”
 
   Remy snorted. “Guess I’d like some of that then.”
 
   “Oh, it’s good today. I put extra cheese in the Mac.” The elderly, white-haired lady winked.
 
   “I’m sure it is. I just hope it tastes like real meat this time.”
 
   “We do our best, hon. Soy is good for you. Keeps you healthy.”
 
   “Thanks,” she answered, moving to join her brother.
 
   If the wrappers on the table were any indication, he’d already devoured five sandwiches. Once again chewing, he mumbled, “Sit. I heard.”
 
   Placing her tray on the table, she pulled out the chair in front of him. “I don’t want to hear it, Greg. I’m so totally not in the mood.”
 
   Swallowing hard, he took a long gulp of his drink. “What did the old man say?”
 
   “Same thing he always says.”
 
   “He’s right.”
 
   Remy glared across the table. “If he wouldn’t allow Shane to meet us, we could bypass that particular obstacle. I think he does it on purpose.”
 
   Greg leaned back interlocking his fingers behind his head. “Now, Rem, you know that Dad always has our best interest at heart. Why just the other day--”
 
   “Shut up. Don’t pull that older and wiser shit on me. You’re eighteen months older than I am, and I’ve killed twice as many as you. I don’t want to hear it.” Sinking her teeth into the greasy sandwich, she took a bite, chewing slowly. Her nose wrinkled as she tried to ignore the awful taste in her mouth.
 
   He grinned. “It’s better than usual.”
 
   “How could you eat five of these? Don’t you have taste buds?”
 
   Patting his stomach, he answered, “Growing boy and all that. Have to keep the guns fed.”
 
   “If you flex for me, I’m going to hit you in the head with this tray.”
 
   Leaning forward he whispered, “Did the old man tell you about the new discovery?”
 
   Her eyes darted to his face. “What discovery?”
 
   He smiled knowingly. “You really don’t know?”
 
   Exhaling in a huff, she hissed, “You going to tell me or keep wasting my time?”
 
   Glancing over both shoulders, he leaned in closer and continued whispering. “The inoculation has some strange side effects. Those who take it are severed from the psychic connection with the other demons, but they retain the psychic abilities. Not only that, but they retain the strength as well.”
 
   “And re-infection? Is that still an issue?”
 
   Shrugging, he leaned back in his chair. “Don’t know. The old man hasn’t allowed further testing to be done. He doesn’t want to take a chance the serum won’t work the second time around. We just brought in another seven scientists today. So far, all cured. One of them thinks there might be a genetic defect that allows many to remain uninfected. According to him, there could be thousands out there with no link.”
 
   “Shit,” she swore under her breath. “And how are we supposed to know? Anyone with half a brain is using lenses to cover their eyes.”
 
   “Yeah, but they won’t be following orders will they? They’ll be loners trying to stay away from populated areas. It’d be too easy for the devils to tell there’s no link there.”
 
   Remy watched her brother’s eyes as he spoke. He had an idea. Probably one their father would veto. Greg’s ideas were always radical and usually dangerous. He’d never tell her here though. Even with only five other people in the room, he’d wait until they were alone. Nodding, she woofed down her meal while he waited. Time for talking was over. He had some doing in mind, and she couldn’t wait to find out what it was.
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   CHAPTER TWO
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   Inch by painstaking inch, the casket sank lower into the freshly churned earth.
 
   The scent of lilacs floated on the breeze, along with the heavy stench of perfume and cologne, reminding Lucy of the fragrance aisle in a department store.
 
   Lucy stood beside the grave, dressed in a modest royal blue sundress. She had chosen it specifically because her father always said the color looked the best against her hair, which was a mix of reddish brown that shone burgundy in the sunlight.
 
   Tilting her head up, Lucy looked through the canopy of the aging oak trees that were scattered throughout the cemetery. The breeze shifted the branches, causing a few of the leaves to pull free and flutter off into the wind. There were almost no clouds in sky, allowing the sun to shine down over the funeral.
 
   Her brothers and sisters surrounded the open grave opposite of her. All six of them also wore something fitting for a funeral, but nothing depressing enough to send their father into a rage in his afterlife.
 
   Smiling, Lucy remembered the argument she and her father had during his last moments. “Lucy!” he had shouted at her. “Don’t you dare let them bury me in a suit. I am not going to spend eternity in a stuffy ass business suit. Make sure I’m wearing my khaki shorts and a Hawaiian shirt because I’m going on the vacation of a lifetime.”
 
   That was toward the end, when the cancer was so bad that her dad spent most of his time in bed, moaning about how he should be up and about doing something. They both knew that the end was near, but Lucy had cried only in private. Her father wanted her to be happy he was moving on to the next life, but she couldn’t understand in what way, shape, or form that his dying was a good thing.
 
   So she shed her tears alone in her room until there were no more left to cry.
 
   The fog of the memory lifted from Lucy’s mind and she looked across the grave at her brothers and sisters. The entire brood of Estmond siblings had the same color hair that Lucy had been blessed with. Each of them, as well as Lucy and Ethan, held a white rose in one hand. Later, before the grave was sealed, they would each take a turn throwing one down onto the casket, as a symbol of their wish for their father’s peaceful journey into the afterlife.
 
   Just behind her brothers and sisters stood the mourners who came to pay their last respects. Most of them were town’s people whom they had grown up with, except for one group who stood close together, most of them around her father’s age. These were the Keepers whom her family had been closest to over the years. She could see Gloria and Edward White, the Keepers from one of the Napa Valley graveyards, standing solemnly beside Ellen and Stanly Evans, who worked in the hospital in Santa Rosa. There were several other Keepers surrounding them who she recognized and made a note to speak to them later.
 
   Beyond them, further out into the trees, the spirits began to show themselves. They appeared in the form of their human bodies, a bit transparent, but solid for the most part. It was harder to see in the daylight, but their misty blue auras swirled around them, helping form the solidity of their bodies.
 
   The spirits were fascinated by funerals. When Lucy was little, she used to think that they wanted to say goodbye to someone, but really it was because there wasn’t much else to do in a graveyard except talk to each other and attend burials.
 
   Pastor Brown spoke solemnly, saying kind words and telling her father’s life story. Inwardly, Lucy cursed her father for choosing Pastor Brown, a man who had not known her father, and she was sure he didn’t give a flying fuck about him either. Her father hadn’t set foot in church since he was a child. Not because he didn’t believe in God, he just didn’t believe in organized religion.
 
   Sensing her tension, Ethan squeezed her hand reassuringly. Turning to her left, she looked up and met her best friend’s eyes through the tint of his sunglasses. Even through the dark lenses she could see the sorrow in his eyes. He had loved her father too, just as much as any one of the Estmond clan. In response, she squeezed his hand back and then turned back to stare at the grave again.
 
   “And now, Lucy Mae, Gregory’s youngest child, will say a few words about her father.” The preacher cleared his throat, signaling to Lucy that it was time.
 
   Lucy had no tears staining her face. She had cried all those tears long before the day of the funeral. Again, Ethan gave her hand a gentle squeeze and then released her so that she could reach down and withdraw the folded piece of yellow legal paper out of her miniscule handbag.
 
   As Lucy unfolded the paper she felt like it was taking an eternity.
 
   This day is never going to end.
 
   Finally, the paper was open in front of her and she began.
 
   “I know that this speech is going to sound like the speeches given for so many others who have passed on. But, when someone we love dies, we all feel pretty much the same way … so here it goes. My father, Gregory Estmond, was the best person I’ve ever known. Today, we stand here, not to mourn him, but to celebrate him. He didn’t want any one of us to be sad that he was gone. Because … he isn’t gone. He will always be with us. For those of us who spent each day with him, his teachings and his love will always be with us. He taught us love, he taught us respect, he taught us of our family heritage, and he taught us how to live.
 
   “For those who are acquaintances of my father, you may have met him only once and you are here because he impacted you in some way.”
 
   A few nods came from the crowd.
 
   Lucy continued. “He had that effect on people because he had a genuine love and respect for human life. Which is not something all of us can say we have. He treated everyone the same, with kindness.
 
   “Because my father had cancer, he knew that this day was coming and he had time to prepare for it. We had many discussions and the one thing he consistently told me was to embrace life. He didn’t say this because he was dying, it was his mantra. This man lived every day of his life like it may be his last. He didn’t wait until he was dying to find the beauty in this world or the people in it. He was always this way.
 
   “Remember my father, not with sadness, but with the memories he left behind. Remember him with love, with laughter, and knowing that he is exactly where he wants to be.”
 
   Lucy stepped back, reaching out for Ethan to grasp her hand once again. She eyed her siblings. None of them were crying either. Daniel, the second oldest son, reached into his gray trench coat and pulled out a silver flask. Lucy sighed and watched as her brother didn’t even try to hide it as he took a long pull of the whiskey she knew was inside.
 
   Sadly, as inappropriate as her brother was being, she couldn’t help but wish she could take a giant swig off that flask too.
 
   It’s almost over.
 
   “Would anyone else like to say a few words?” Pastor Brown offered.
 
   Sherriff Davis stepped forward, he had his Stetson clutched in one hand and hitched up his gun belt with the other. As always he was wearing his uniform. The Sheriff and her father had been pretty close … well, as close as a Keeper can get to someone without that someone thinking that they are out of their mind.
 
   “I’d like to, if that’s all right.” The Sheriff looked down into the grave before his eyes swept across the crowd of mourners. Finally his eyes met Lucy’s and she flashed him a smile meant to encourage him to proceed.
 
   “Greg was my friend … and an old grump like me doesn’t have many friends. Greg knew a lot of people in this town, but I feel damn sorry for anyone who lives here and never had the chance to meet him. No one, aside from my own wife, Darcy, could make me laugh like Greg could. He was loyal and respectful, even if he was a bullshitter. Good grief that man liked to tell stories. Also, any man who can raise a brood of children by himself and manage to keep them all out of jail is a good man in my book.”
 
   Lucy could have sworn that she heard Principal Robertson blow air between his lips like he was blowing a raspberry. A few people looked his way and then back at Sheriff Davis.
 
   “That is all I got.” Sheriff Davis stepped back into the crowd.
 
   Evelynn Andrews, the librarian at the Summer Hollow library, raised her hand slightly. She was about seventy years old, but didn’t look a day over fifty-five. Lucy hoped she would age that well as the years progressed.
 
   Evelynn pushed her glasses up her nose and closed her eyes for a moment before she began to speak. “I don’t think I can say much more about how wonderful Gregory was, but I wanted to make sure to pay my respects by voicing them. I’ve known the Estmond family all the way back to when Kathleen was still alive, as far back as when she and Greg were high school sweethearts. No one could have been a better father to these children. Sure, they have caused a fair amount of ruckus over the years, but he did it all on his own and they are educated, mostly well-behaved.”
 
   She paused to glance at Daniel, who had decided that moment would be appropriate for another pull from his flask. “And above all, Greg gave these children a sense of loyalty. Anyone who knows these kids knows that if you mess with one, you get the whole bunch of them.”
 
   A few people giggled, even Lucy, knowing how true that statement really was.
 
   “This may not seem like a good thing in retrospect, but a family who stays together so closely is a rare thing these days. It is to be cherished. Greg gave them this sense of family and that is something to be proud of.” As she finished, she closed her eyes again and then looked to Pastor Brown.
 
   “Would anyone else like to speak?” Pastor Brown addressed the crowd of mourners.
 
   Unexpectedly, Ethan released Lucy’s hand and raised it up a little bit. “I need to say something.”
 
   Pastor Brown nodded and held his hand out beside him. Ethan moved over to the other side of Lucy beside the pastor. “There are very few people here who don’t know who I am,” Ethan began. “Gregory Estmond took me under his wing a long time ago, when Lucy and I were both very little. My parents, who have moved away now…”
 
   He paused and took a breath, pondering if he should let out the deep, dark family secrets. Well, secrets that the whole town knew anyway. That was how small towns worked.
 
   “They were drug addicts and alcoholics who barely took care of me. Greg came by the house one day to see my parents for some reason, and what he found was a little boy locked in his room with no food or water, his parents passed out in their bedroom surrounded by drugs and trash. The story is a long one, a long sad story. But it ended with Greg and the rest of the Estmonds making sure I always had a place to go, that I always had food. Greg even went so far as to pay me for making good grades, just to give me incentive to do well in school.”
 
   Lucy grimaced as he told the story, hating Ethan’s parents for what they did to him. Ethan had conveniently left out the part about how her father had beat the ever living snot out of Ethan’s dad that day he found him locked up in his room half-starved. It was hard to believe Ethan’s parents came from a Keeper line, but sadly, not all Keepers were immune to addiction. Keepers were human, just like everyone else.
 
   Ethan scanned the crowd through his glasses. “No one, except for maybe the Estmond kids, owes more, or loves that man, more than I do. He saved me and I will never forget that. I hope that none of you ever forget that either.”
 
   Ethan lowered his head and hurried back to Lucy. She immediately took his hand again, knowing how hard it must have been for him to say all that in front of everyone. He never spoke about his parents. They moved away when he was fourteen and left him alone in the house. After that he came to live with the Estmonds for good. She and Ethan were friends long before the incident at Ethan’s house, but after he came to live with them, they were inseparable.
 
   Pastor Brown closed up the ceremony with a prayer and then the bagpipes started on Amazing Grace. Lucy stepped forward with Ethan’s hand firmly in her grasp and looked down into the dark, deep hole where her father’s body would spend eternity. Luckily, she knew better than most that his soul would not remain in that body.
 
   She held the white rose firmly over the grave. “I wish you peaceful passage.” She released the rose and it drifted down into the depths of the hole. “I love you, Daddy.”
 
   Ethan mimicked her actions, familiar with the meaning of the ceremony from the many deaths of Keepers past. Her siblings had moved into a line directly behind her and Ethan, tossing their roses in as well.
 
   The other mourners milled about, giving Lucy and the family some time before they headed over to her house for the wake. She caught sight of Gloria and Ellen chatting beside the giant wreath of flowers with her father’s picture inside. She wandered over to say hello. “Gloria, Ellen, it’s been so long since I’ve seen you.”
 
   Gloria smiled, as did Ellen. “Yes dear,” Gloria greeted her. “It has been some time. I’m sorry we couldn’t make it sooner.”
 
   “Or under better circumstances,” Ellen added.
 
   Lucy nodded. “Well, I’m just glad that you could make it here now. I’m sure my father would be happy that you are here now.”
 
   Gloria and Ellen nodded, they made a bit more small talk and then Ethan appeared beside her. “I think we had better get over to the house now,” he whispered just loudly enough for the older ladies to hear.
 
   “Oh,” Lucy checked her watch deliberately. “You are absolutely right. I’m sorry ladies, I need to get some things ready over at the house.”
 
   Gloria smiled again, a loving gentle smile of someone she had known her entire life. “You go on dear, we will see you over there.”
 
   With a quick ‘see you later,’ Lucy backed away and then turned to join hands with Ethan again. “Thanks for saving me. I didn’t really want to talk to them, but I had to make sure to say hello to them.”
 
   “You doing all right?” Ethan asked, rubbing the back of her hand with his thumb.
 
   Lucy nodded. “I’m fine.” She turned her head to try and see his eyes through the dark tint of his glasses. “How ‘bout you. Are you all right?”
 
   He twisted his lip up a little, and she knew he was giving a slight eye roll. “I’ll survive. I just miss him and all this,” he gestured to the crowd, “actually makes it harder.”
 
   She nodded again. “I know what you mean. I feel the same way.” Her gaze strayed from the grave and focused on her house. Their home sat on the edge of the cemetery, separated from the dead by a white picket fence and about thirty yards of grass. The yellow farmhouse had been in their family for several generations, and now it was hers, as was the family business.
 
   “Let’s head over.”
 
   She nodded. Of course they had to get to the house. But, it wouldn’t be for relaxing. There was food to get out and serve. People would come up to her and tell her how sorry they were for her loss, or how much her father meant to them, or some awesome memory they had of him. It was going to be a very long afternoon.
 
   Almost over, she told herself again. Almost over.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   November 20, 1947
 
   I am finally writing in my very own grimoire. Ma gave it to me yesterday. I wanted to get started writing immediately, but I had to do things properly, which meant the first entry that I made had to be my family tree. I finished that just a wee bit ago. I hadn’t realized how powerful our family line was. Drawing it out myself, and hearing the stories were two totally different things, altogether.
 
   One of the interesting things I found out was my ancestor, Ana Moon, was a spirit witch. I asked Ma what that meant exactly. She wouldn’t go into great detail, but she did speak about the vast powers they possessed, and how rare they were. Ana’s powers drove her mad after her fiancé was killed. It was a sad story.
 
   I’ve been wondering what other kinds of mysteries Ma’s books hold. She has many of them, as she writes often. Last night, Colleen and I blathered on for hours about the interesting secrets our mother must have hidden in there. I certainly hope to find out ... one day.
 
   Blessed Be ~ Leeny
 
    
 
   I had just closed the black leather cover and rested my pen on its pristine surface when a floorboard creaked behind me. I whipped around and faced my younger sister.
 
   “Leeny, why can’t I go with you and Ma?” Colleen’s wildflower blue eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Colly, you know the rules. You have to be sixteen to be initiated into the coven.” I said softly, as I crossed our bedroom floor, reaching her tiny frame in just three steps. I wrapped my arms consolingly around my best friend, hearing her sobs of frustration.
 
   “I just want it to be my turn ...”
 
   Knock, knock.
 
   In unison, our heads turned toward the closed bedroom door. Her golden locks mangled with my brown.
 
   “Aileen-Fionna, get a leg on it, won’t you child!” our mother yelled.
 
   “Coming, mother,” I bellowed in return. I looked into my sister’s pained face, wishing that I could stay longer to soothe her. But, one thing that I had learned over the years about my mother was that when she called for you, you skedaddled.
 
   “I promise to tell you everything that I learn tonight, alright?” I pleaded for her understanding, as I held up my pinky. She curled her smaller version around mine, in our secret sister oath. Her features softened in apparent agreement. I kissed her cheek and bolted for the door, grabbing my black wool shawl from the foot of our bed. I had to calm myself before I crashed head first down the wooden stairs that led to our kitchen. Maturity needed to ooze from my pores or else my mum would have given pause in the commencement of my training. Inhaling deeply, I drank in the fantastic smells coming from somewhere below me. My fingers finally found the rickety old railing to steady myself just as my foot touched the landing.
 
   “There you are, child.” My mother’s voice was solemn.
 
   “Yes ma’am.” I said, trying desperately to conceal the excitement in my voice.
 
   She narrowed her tired and aged blue eyes in my direction. “I’ve made rose hip tea. Have a cuppa. It’ll help take the bite out of the air on our walk.” I nodded and skipped over to the counter where she had already prepared the scrumptious Wiccan remedy against the cold, while my mother followed the sound of my baby sister, Isadora, and my father’s voices, disappearing into the other room.
 
   Grabbing the mug, I allowed the scent of honey and roses to envelope me. Those particular smells had always mollified me as a child. I’d finished my tea only a second before my mother re-appeared in the archway between the cozy sitting room and inviting kitchen. I waited with bated breath, catching my mother’s twinkling eye. Sometimes, I could see the ghost of that frivolous young witch my grandmother used to talk about, playing inside of my mum.
 
   My mother did not disappoint, she flicked her wrist at the wooden table where the bayberry candles sat in a perfect circle.
 
   “Fire!” she said with authority.
 
   Immediately, flames sprang to life, obeying her command. The flickering light cast magnificent shadows, causing magickal images to bounce off of the walls in every direction. I felt the familiar admiration for my mother welling up inside of me. She crossed the room resting her cold hand on my cheek, which sent a chill down my entire body. Her lips twitched revealing the most beautiful smile I had ever seen.
 
   “Soon, Aileen-Fionna, you will also be able to call the flame at will. Like me, your element is fire.” I beamed at her words. I wanted to be just like my mother, Rose Moon, the most powerful witch in all of Galway Bay.
 
   I pulled my shawl around my narrow shoulders as we made our way through the old Oak door that my father had crafted with his own two hands, into the cold, crisp Irish night.
 
   The wind was impossible; it whipped my hair back and forth, leaving a slight stinging sensation every time it lashed against my cheeks. With the new moon invisible in the sky, the darkness swallowed us up, making it impossible to see my hand right in front of my face as I tried to tuck a few stray strands of hair behind my ear. The sound of the waves crashing against the shore and the tiny pebbles shifting under my feet gave me the slightest perception of familiarity.
 
   Whoosh. Crunch.
 
   I was still trying to secure my bearings as my mother began my first initiation drill.
 
   “I need to make sure that you are giving the craft its due diligence. My secret library and all of its contents are now at your disposal. You must remember that being a witch is a responsibility. There are dangers out there that you can’t possibly imagine. But, it’s time you are exposed to the reality of the creatures that will haunt your dreams, and consume your every waking thought.” Her tone was sobering.
 
   “Your initiation into the coven is mere weeks away. Let’s see what you’ve been studying, shall we? If you were going to perform a simple protection spell, deriving power from the element, Earth; how would you execute it?” she questioned.
 
   “Yes, Mother,” I responded.
 
   I silently recounted the sacred writings. I had reviewed them for the umpteenth time just a few short hours ago.
 
   Ahem. I cleared my suddenly dry throat. “I would use a piece of clear quartz and obsidian, both blessed in the light of the full moon, and recite the following spell ─I stand before my Goddess enveloped in her love, hear the cries of your daughter in need, send power from below and above, to the one who adheres to her wiccan rede. After I had finished, I would bury one stone on each side of my house.” I imparted, glancing at my mum apprehensively.
 
   “Very good, Leeny. I’m glad to see that you have been actively devoting time to your studies. I know that with your regular schoolwork, this is a lot, but I have faith in your dexterity to manage both. I was frightened that my daughters sat about all day speaking of things that merit no matter to young ladies about to become witches, such as clothes and... boys.” She arched an eyebrow.
 
   “I understand, Mother,” I answered.
 
   “Your steadfastness will be rewarded with the ability to do things that are beyond your wildest dreams.” She declared softly.
 
   My eyes had finally adjusted to the indistinct night. I was able to see my mother watching me with probing blue eyes.
 
   “Mum, can I ask you a question?” I blurted out.
 
   “Of course,” she replied.
 
   “Why are they afraid of us? I mean, why does our town fear witches? For that matter, the whole world,” I said meekly, looking down at my shoes as I continued. “We’ve begun learning about the witch trials at school.”
 
   My mother placed her hand on my shoulder and turned me slightly, so that we faced each other.
 
   “Listen to me carefully, sweet child. People are afraid of what they don’t understand. That’s why we keep our existence a secret. If they were aware of the true monsters that we protect them from, their aversion to us would have been short lived,” she replied fiercely.
 
   We resumed walking, I with a new sense of honor in my step, further down the cobbled path until we reached the clearing used for the sheep. My mum beckoned me to follow her. I didn’t like this spot in the light of day, and being here after dark sent a shockwave of goose bumps throughout my entire being. Old and gnarled Ash trees, the very timber that the covens used to produce the blessed stakes that were supposed to assist us in eradicating the vampires, rose up causing a canopy that surrounded us on three sides. My mum stopped abruptly, and threw her arm out in front of me.
 
   Umpf. The force of her blow knocked me backwards to the ground.
 
   My eyes followed my mother’s, scanning the tree line for the source of her concern. My breath caught as I focused on the glowing, crimson eyes that peered back. They were the eyes of a monster, and they were approaching with preternatural speed.
 
   “Fire!” my mother screamed.
 
   The flames lashed out at her command, narrowly missing the hulking figure charging directly at her petite form. The spectacle that played out in front of me was not an exercise. My mother was in a very real fight to the death with a...vampire. Moreover, I was defenseless to help her.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for you, witch. Mm... And your little girl too!” he snarled.
 
   His appearance pulled me up short. I had been taught my entire life how utterly horrifying vampires were, but this... he was just a man. The only oddities that marked his affliction were those crazed eyes, and his remarkable speed. I was yanked from my arbitrary thoughts by the disturbing banter between my mother and her quarry.
 
   “You’re not strong enough to kill me, Dillon,” my mother purred. I watched the audacious witch circling the man that she should have feared, but obviously didn’t.
 
   “Mum, what do I do?” my trembling question went unanswered.
 
   Dillon’s brown hair ruffled as his head turned in my direction. Those red eyes zeroed in on mine. His handsome face suddenly became a monstrous parody of a man’s; his grotesquely disfigured smile revealed remarkably white, razor sharp fangs.
 
   “Rose. Sweet, simple, little Rose. You of all people should know just how delicate your species really is,” he boasted, never once withdrawing his horridly playful gaze from my face.
 
   I began to feel funny, not at all in control of myself, as if I wanted to offer my very life up to him. From the corner of my eye I watched as my mother sent a flame at the suave abomination, making him jump to the side breaking his focus. I jerked my head toward my mother, comprehension flooding my foggy brain. He had tried to compel me. I had reviewed that very subject thoroughly yesterday with Colleen, and knew the warning signs, but again I was impotent. “If my recollection is on point, you should remember that I am far more powerful than my sister was. And dealing death to vampires does not weigh on my conscience the way that it did Annie’s,” she stated. From the sound of this, they had already made each other’s acquaintance.
 
   My mother reached under her cloak, pulling out the long shaft of whittled wood that I recognized. I had seen my Dad making them for the coven. It was phenomenal how my eyes had adjusted to the almost non-existent light. I saw the wild glint in her eyes, making the woman who’d given me life seem like a complete stranger. I couldn’t comprehend what either of them was playing at, with their continuous running dialogue.
 
   I tried to persuade myself that he was not a man, not human. Therefore, if my mother took his life, it was of no consequence to me, or at least it shouldn’t have been. However, I found myself praying silently to my Goddess for this to end. I had just started to regain control over my body when the deadly dance that I was watching abruptly ended. From my vantage point, it looked as if they were entwined in a loving embrace, that was until my mother stepped back allowing Dillon’s body to slump to the ground. The stake protruded from his chest.
 
   “Leeny, come!” she called.
 
   I hesitated. I did not want to see death up close, but I obeyed. I reached my mother and my eyes drifted to the harrowing display on the bare earthen floor. Dillon’s body, once intimidating and pale, started to turn brown resembling aged and worn leather. His mummified remains began to shift again. I tried to turn my head to look away, but my mother was adamant that I needed to witness the end. It took less than a full minute. What was left of his sarcophagus imploded in on itself, quickly turning to ash. Warm tears left trails down my cheeks. I harshly wiped them away, not wanting my mother to see any more of my weaknesses tonight. With such finality a hard gust of wind hit the remnants and blew the ash into millions of tiny particles. He was no more.
 
   “Blessed be. Let’s go home,” she said softly turning on her heel.
 
   “What if another one attacks?” I asked, petrified, unable to look away.
 
   “This is what your future holds, child. It’s best for you to abandon your fear now, get a firm grip on yourself, and prepare,” she stated brusquely.
 
   I was lost in the turmoil of my own thoughts as we walked in silence the rest of the way to our cottage. My father’s voice jolted me back to reality. “Aileen, love, what’s wrong?” he asked. Worry laced his tone.
 
   “Nothing, Da. I’m just sleepy,” I lied, forcing a smile without meeting his watchful eye.
 
   “May I be excused to go to bed?” I directed my question to my father, the only parent I now trusted. First he searched my face, and then my mothers’. After a moment, he nodded his approval and I raced up the stairs. I threw open my door and found our bedroom empty. I moved, in haste, to change into a dressing gown, kicking my shoes into the corner. I needed to do something before I went to hide under my blankets. I threw open the dresser drawer that I had stashed the grimoire in, and rummaged through the freshly laundered clothes until my fingers felt the leather. I yanked it out. Making sure to grab my pencil on my way to my bed and began writing.
 
    
 
   November 20, 1947
 
   I don’t know where to begin. I’m trying to assemble my jumbled thoughts. I had, of course, known about the vampires. In addition, that after my initiation, I would begin learning how to kill the vile creatures, but to actually see one in person...
 
   The nightmarish images of this evening’s events are forever etched into my memory. Ma and I were walking the cobblestones discussing the plans for my Wiccan education. When a man, at least I thought it was a man at first, ran toward us at an unnatural speed. My mother pushed me out of the way, pulling a blessed stake from under her cloak. It was over in a matter of a few minutes, but it felt like hours. She had plunged the wood deep into the man’s chest. I was so scared. On our return journey home, Ma just told me to pull myself together. That one day I would be expected to perform the exact same task, defend myself, and my family from the vampires. I don’t want to be a witch anymore...
 
   Blessed Be ~ Leeny
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