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INTRODUCTION










I have begun to write short little stories and scenes that cannot fit into the novels and novellas—these scenes fill out some of the background of my various series. They are meant to give you a glimpse into the worlds that just don’t quite fit in the books. The stories in this collection are meant to be glimpses into the history of the characters, their lives, and what goes on between the big adventures. I’ve indicated the time period in which the scene takes place before each mini-story. These scenes are canon—they definitely work into my worlds and the timelines.




Please visit my website for information on the books, my forums if you want to interact with other readers, and my blog for my daily ramblings. And see the booklist included for my complete bibliography.




I plan on creating more of these collections, and not just for the Otherworld Series. I will also be putting out collections of original short stories soon, as well as other projects I have in mind.




These stories are dedicated to you—my readers. I hope you enjoy them.




Bright Blessings, 

Yasmine Galenorn 

August 2014


NAKED AS A MOON WITCH

This story takes place after the D’Artigo Sisters come Earthside, but before Witchling starts. Camille has referred to this incident a number of times, and I thought it would be fun to explore just what happened…




	Sometimes, being a Witch just didn’t pay. And the fact that my magic backfired half the time meant that some days, it was barely tolerable… 

	It was a week like any other, with no customers coming by. Usually The Indigo Crescent, my bookstore, did a fairly steady business, but for once it had been sunny in Seattle, and everybody was out skateboarding and hanging in the parks. Nobody wanted to be cooped up in a dusty little bookstore. By three pm, I was hot, and tired, and so bored out of my mind that I couldn’t stand it, when it occurred to me that I could occupy myself by trying out some of the spells that kept backfiring on me. Nothing offensive of course. I didn’t want to blow a hole in the wall, that much I was certain of.

	So, I decided to try a spell that I’d been working on for several years, but that I could never manage to cast. Nothing ever happened when I tried—just a fizzle and spurt, and boom, nada. I didn’t need any components, either, which was another plus. Without further ado, I retreated to the back hall and focused, whispering the charm.

		By the powers of three times three, 

		By cape and cloak, by breast and knee,

		Let others lose their powers to see me.

	I waited. Nothing. I looked at my hand. Still there. Great, another failure. With a sigh, I headed back to the front of the shop and started shelving another box of used books that I’d bought off a starving college student. 

	About twenty minutes later, a young guy entered the shop, complete with requisite Birkenstocks and backpack. He headed toward the science fiction section without looking at me. A moment later, apparently unable to find what he wanted, he turned around, about to ask for help. But the words died on his lips as he stood there, staring at me, eyes firmly planted on my boobs. 

	His jaw dropped and he started to stutter. No actual words came out of his mouth as he continued to stare at my breasts. Then, his eyes moved down to my crotch.

	Oh fuck. I knew that I had an effect on men—you couldn’t be half-Fae and not have an effect on humans. But this was a little much to take, even for me. 

	Irate, I marched over and, with my hands on hips, demanded, “What’s the matter? Can’t see my face?”

	At that moment, Iris entered the shop. She gasped. “Camille!”

	“Not now, Iris. I’m giving this young man a lesson in manners.” Granted, he was about my age if you count everything relative, but that didn’t matter. I had a good forty Earthside years on him and I wasn’t about to put up with this bullshit.

	“But Camille…?” Iris was sounding more urgent. She bustled behind the counter and grabbed my arm. “This can’t wait. Can you please come over here? Now?”

	Exasperated, I started to shake her off, but the look on her face stopped me. Whether it was absolute horror, or chagrin and embarrassment, I couldn’t tell, but the house sprite was definitely on the edge of uncomfortable.

	I let out a sigh and glanced at my voyeur. “Listen, you. Wait here.”

	He nodded, his gaze still glued to my chest. “Whatever you say.” It was then that I noticed he was holding a very large book in front of his pants.

	Growing more disgusted by the moment, I followed Iris to the back. The minute we reached my office, she pushed me through the door. And trust me, for someone who was barely 4’1” and who looked like the Swiss Miss Cocoa girl, she packed a punch when she wanted to.

	“What is going on? Why are you acting so strange? I want that pervert out of here.” I wasn’t sure who I was more irritated at by now: the guy or Iris.

	“You really think this is all his fault? Dressed like that?” She gave a little snort.

	I glanced down. I was wearing my usual gear. Black rayon skirt. Purple bustier. Stiletto sandals. Yeah, it was sexy but so what? It wasn’t like I was wearing a negligee. 

“What are you talking about? I look perfectly respectable.” 

	“Really? Really? Girl, I know you like to flaunt it but I never thought you were a closet nudist.” Iris stared at me like I’d just tried to tell her that Santa didn’t exist, when we both knew he did. For that matter, he was a freakshow scary-assed dude.

	“Nudist?” Taken aback, I glanced down. “What the fuck are you talking about? Last time I looked in the dictionary, nudist didn’t  include an alternative definition for someone wearing clothes!”

	Iris scrunched up her lips and cocked her head. “Um, Camille. In case you haven’t noticed, you’re naked. N-E-K-K-I-D.”

	What the hell? I glanced down at my clothes again. “No I’m not!” I went into a lengthy description of what I was wearing, but she stood there shaking her head. 

	“I don’t see a thing. Except your massively round boobs and your Brazilian.” She let out a laugh. “You are trying to tell me you have on a skirt, panties, and bustier?”

	I grabbed her hand and brought it toward me. Her eyes narrowed like she was a rabbit heading directly toward a hawk, but then she let out a little ‘oh’ as her fingers came in contact with my skirt. She tugged on it.

	“Oh, great gods. Camille, I can’t see your skirt. I can’t see any of your clothing! All I see is a lot of beautiful, pale skin.” She followed the hem of the skirt and then touched my waist, feeling the lacings on the bustier. “What on earth have you been doing?”

	I thought for a moment, and then it hit me. “Oh no! No…no…no! No wonder…that poor man out there! No wonder he couldn’t stop…” I grabbed for a jacket off the coat rack but the minute I slipped it on, Iris let out a little cry.

	“The jacket—it vanished! I can’t see it now!”

	Cripes! My spell must have backfired instead of fizzled out. I quickly told Iris what I’d done, and she started to laugh. I wanted to smack her one, but truth was, it sounded too funny, even to me.

	“So now, all your clothes become invisible the minute you put them on! Oh Camille, you can’t possibly stay here.”

	“I’m going to have to go home, but how do I get there? If I head out to my car, everybody will see me. I’m trapped!” Panicking now, and not sure at all how long the damned spell would last, I dropped into my office chair, blushing brighter than I had for years.

	“It’s a good thing that detective—Chase? It’s a good thing he isn’t here. He’s been after your body for months.” She frowned, tapping her toe as she contemplated the problem. “Here’s what we’ll do. You stay back here till after dark. Then, Menolly or Delilah will come get you and you can make a beeline into their car. You stay at home until this wears off. I’ll take care of the bookstore.”

	“You’d do that? I know you’re looking for work, but I didn’t think you’d be interested in a bookstore. I thought you were looking for a family to bond with.” Grateful for her help, I let out a sigh. 

	“I need something to do with my time while I look for a new family, so don’t sweat it.” She grinned at me. “Girl, your breasts are gorgeous.”

	I winked back and pointed at her chest. “Well, yours must give them a run for their money.” The house sprite was pretty stacked, herself. “Anyway, yeah, that’s the only option I have right now. If you could run upstairs, I think Delilah’s in her office. But what about lover boy out there? I feel so bad now for yelling at him. What must he think?”

	“I’ll take care of him. Don’t you worry about that. You just stay out of sight.” As she headed back out to the front, I rubbed my head. Yeah, some days being a half-human, half-Fae witch just didn’t live up to expectations.

	It took me a week for the spell to wear off. After that, I decided to leave the invisibility up to anybody other than myself. After all, what’s the use of having a closet filled with gorgeous clothes when nobody can see them?


AN OTHERWORLD THANKSGIVING

This short, from Camille’s point of view, takes place between the books Crimson Veil, moments before Priestess Dreaming starts. In fact, Priestess Dreaming begins on the tail end of this scene…

	“Where are the potatoes? We’re going to need potatoes for tomorrow! Trillian, did you remember to pick them up?” Iris darted around Hanna, carrying a stockpot filled with soup for tonight’s dinner. “And somebody better start the water for the eggs. If we don’t get them boiled tonight, we won’t have deviled eggs for canapés!”

	Hanna lifted the pan of biscuits over her head. “Careful now, or we’ll have no biscuits to go with the soup tonight!” She deftly maneuvered around Roz, who carried a bushel of apples over to the table for Delilah to peel. Apple pie was on the holiday menu, as well as the cherry pies that were about ready to come out of the oven. The smell in the kitchen was enough to set any mouth salivating.

	Trillian grunted. “I got ‘em. They’re still out in the car. I’ll run out and bring them in. Russets okay?”

	“Perfect! While you’re at it, can you dash over to my house and gather some basil, thyme, and parsley from the greenhouse? We need more than a few sprigs, mind you!” Iris flashed him a smile and he softened.

	“You know I can’t say no to you.” And he was out the back door, into the blustery afternoon.

	“Camille, are you done with the cherry pies yet?” Iris glanced my way and I felt like I should salute. We all knew Iris was running this show, with Hanna as her lieutenant commander, even though they did jostle over territory. The rest of us were just soldiers in the army, doing what we were told.

	“I’m pulling them out of the oven right now.” I bent down, carefully removing the cookie sheets from the rack. Two pies per sheet, there were eight in the big double oven. We had already baked eight pumpkin pies, and we’d make eight apple. With sixteen at the table tomorrow, including our new-found cousins, that would barely be enough to tide us through the weekend. We all had guerrilla appetites.

	“Good then. I’ll be back in a minute. I’m going to see if the tablecloths and napkins are dry yet.” Iris bustled out of the kitchen, toward the laundry room.

	“What about the turkey?” Morio was sitting at the table, next to Delilah, knife in hand. As she finished peeling the apples, he quickly sliced them into a bowl. Across from him, Menolly was arranging the slices in the pie plates. I felt for her this time of year. Even with the food-flavored blood, it had to suck not being able to join us in the feast.

	“Smoky’s supposed to bring the turkey. I asked him to go down to the store with Vanzir and pick out a twenty-five pounder. I don’t know what could be keeping them.” I frowned, glancing up at the clock. Surely, Smoky and Vanzir could handle a job as simple as picking up the turkey.

	Just then, the door opened and Vanzir burst through. “Where’s Delilah?” 

	“Right here!” Delilah swung around, then stopped. “What the hell?”

	I turned to see what the matter was. Vanzir looked frantic. His hair was mussed up and there were what looked like puncture wounds on his forehead. He wiped a string of blood off his cheek. 

	“What the hell happened to you?” I couldn’t take my eyes off him. 

	“Don’t ask! You don’t want to know. And Delilah, I advise you to get your ass out of this kitchen before Smoky brings in the turkey.” Vanzir looked like he was caught between exasperation and a smirk.

	I frowned. “Why on earth would she…” And then—I knew. “No. No. Oh for fuck’s sake. Just where did you go to for the turkey?”

	Vanzir shrugged. “I wanted to go to The Natural Pantry—you know, where we buy most of the produce that we don’t grow. But Smoky had other ideas. Since he’s still not entirely thrilled hanging out with me, I decided I wasn’t about to make waves.”

	“And just where did Smoky want to go?” 

	But Vanzir didn’t have time to answer, because in that moment, Smoky strode proudly into the kitchen, with a big mother of a turkey under his arm. Only the turkey? Was still alive. And by alive, I mean, hopping mad. The bird must have weighed a good twenty-five pounds, all right, and it had its tail feathers in an uproar.

	He plunked it down on the floor in front of me. “Now, here’s a turkey. The ones at the store looked puny so I decided that—”

	“What the fuck?” I jumped back as the thing took a stab at the buckles on my boots. “Smoky, have you lost it? We can’t cook that thing. The bird is still alive!”

	“Not a problem, my love. I’ll get up early tomorrow and chop its head off for you and I’ll even volunteer to pluck it—”

	“What the hell is that?” Iris came back into the room at that moment, and the basket of clean laundry she was carrying went tumbling to the floor. “Just why is there a turkey in my kitchen?”

	“My kitchen, thank you—you have your own kitchen now, Iris.” Hanna glared at Iris, then at Smoky. “But yes, what the hell were you thinking? Get that nasty creature out of here!” 

	Iris jerked her gaze away from the turkey to stare at Hanna. “Excuse me? I may have my own house but this kitchen is still—”

	But we were saved from a fight over territory as Delilah shoved her chair back and stumbled to her feet. Fixated on the turkey, a strange, bemused look flickered across her face.

	Oh hell, I knew that look! The turkey, meanwhile, was strutting around the room, puffing out his chest, his feather tails were spread wide. Which mean he was getting huffy. And a pissed-off turkey was a pain in the ass.

	“Delilah! No—don’t!” But I was too late. 

	Within the blink of any eye, Delilah shifted. One moment my 6’1” sister was standing there. The next moment, a fluffy golden tabby appeared. She promptly went bounding after the bird. 

	Unimpressed, the turkey lunged at Delilah, narrowly missing her with his beak. Roz tried to grab him from behind and the turkey let out a loud gobble and viciously punched a hole in the incubus’s hand.

	“Motherfucker!” Roz jerked his hand away. At that moment, Menolly pushed her way around the table. She made a leap for the turkey, but Delilah was in mid-pounce, and the next moment, the two of them collided and went down, Menolly getting an arm full of fur and razor blades. Startled, Delilah tried to claw her way out of Menolly’s grasp.

	The chaos increased as the kitchen door opened and Nerissa and Chase entered the room. The turkey, seizing his chance, bolted for the open door, throwing Nerissa off guard. She fell against Chase, who caught her, but in doing so, he backed into Hanna, and the tray of biscuits went  flying into the fray. The turkey, now caught on the back porch, was hissing and gobbling, stirring for a fight.

	“Enough!” I cautiously put down the last of the pies I was holding, trying to make sure it was well away from the edge of the counter. But nobody was listening. So, I did the only thing I could think of. I slipped out into the hall, grabbed my purse, then dashed out the front door and raced around back of the house. The rain and wind were whipping up a storm and by the time I got there, I was soaked through. But, as I yanked open the door to the back porch, the turkey shot through the opening like a bullet out of a gun. I ducked out of his way he raced into the storm. The next thing I knew, Delilah was headed for the door and I slammed it shut before she escaped. A thunk on the other side of the door told me she’d hit her head. 

	Standing there, dripping wet, I listened to the shouts and turmoil coming from within the kitchen. Fuck it. At the very least, we’d need another turkey, preferably one that was dead. Hoisting my purse over my shoulder, I headed for my car. 

	The turkey let out one last gobble. Turning around, I watched him, an evil gleam in his eye shimmering as he was caught in the light coming from the house. 

	“You’re lucky, sucker. I’d get a move on, if I were you, before you have a dragon, a puma, a panther, and a pissed-off house sprite after you.”

	As if he understood me, the turkey cocked his head, then turned and ambled into the forest. I jumped in my car and headed to the supermarket. Just another typical D’Artigo Thanksgiving.


A GHOST IN THE HOUSE

This story takes place before Samhain, before Harvest Hunting. It is from Camille’s point of view…




	“What’s that?” I whirled around, once again sure I heard something behind me. But there was nothing there. The past few hours, I’d been sure something was in the house, but the wards showed no intruders, and there didn’t seem to be anything out of kilter. Frowning, I glanced over at Menolly and Delilah. We were carving pumpkins for Samhain, and the entire kitchen was a mess of newspapers filled with bright orange guts and seeds. 

	“I didn’t hear anything.” Delilah mumbled around a mouthful of Cheetos, her eyes crinkling. “But then again, I was watching the movie.”

	We’d moved one of the smaller TVs into the kitchen and were watching Gary Oldman-as-Dracula entice Winona Ryder into a clandestine affair. Even Menolly had to admit, he had his charm, though we all knew Dracula wasn’t really like that. While we’d never met the vamp personally, the scuttlebutt had it that he was an egomaniacal bloodsucker with a narcissus complex. There was a reason he gave vampires a bad reputation.

	“I never understood the appeal.” Menolly stabbed one of the pumpkins and began sawing away at the top. 

	“What about Roman?” I asked, repressing a smile.

	“Dracula is no Roman, believe me.” But she laughed, and then hopped off the counter. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to call Nerissa to find out when she’s coming home.”

	“Camille, can you hand me the Sharpies?” Delilah was drawing on one of the gourds, and doing a pretty good job of it. Maggie was sitting beside her, happy as a clam, scribbling away with a fat pencil on a piece of paper.

	I reached for the bag of pens and stopped as something brushed past my hand. What the…? The touch was soft, but definitely there. And there was something familiar about it. At first I thought it might be Misty, my ghost kitty, but she was off in the living room, playing with Roz, chasing the red dot toy we’d bought for Delilah.

	Maggie let out a mooph as Delilah picked her up and moved her to the side. Hanna opened the oven door, and Delilah hurried over to help her extract a batch of cookies from the oven. Peanut butter, chocolate chip, by the smell. 

	“Don’t you let me see you with a face full of molten chocolate, Delilah!” Hanna might be strong, but Delilah’s desire for hot cookies won out as she grabbed one, darting around Hanna to get it. Hanna let loose with a stern scolding in her native dialect, and I returned my focus to the pumpkin I was carving. 

	I was doing my best to design a dragon but regardless of all my efforts, the damned thing was looking more like a bedraggled bat. My talent with the carving tool wasn’t much better than my talent for punching bad guys.

	A few minutes later, Menolly returned, frowning. “Well, fuck. Nerissa has to work late. I wish she could get home before it gets too dark, but that’s not going to happen.” She paused, looking around. “Where’s Maggie?”

	I sat up. “Delilah has her—Kitten, where’s Maggie?”

	Delilah pursed her lips. “I put her on the ground by the table. Isn’t she still there?”

	I glanced under the table to Delilah’s side, but there was no Maggie. “No. Where is she?” 

	Of course, we immediately went into panic mode. Maggie couldn’t have gone far, and the kitchen door was closed, but… 

	“The front door! Is it open?” 

	Maggie was learning how to open doors and drawers, and we were watching her all the time now because she was thoroughly into that inquisitive toddler stage. She’d be stuck there for some time. Gargoyles grew very slowly so we had probably a good decade before she grew out of it.  And decades after that before she remotely reached puberty.

	I hurried to the front door, but it was still locked. 

	“She couldn’t have gotten out through here. I’ll check the living room!”  As I headed for the living room, Delilah shrieked. Running full tilt into the kitchen, I found her staring at the floor. Maggie’s favorite stuffed bear was lying there.

	“What’s wrong? Why did you scream?”

	“The bear! I swear, I saw it floating in the air.” She stared at it, eyes wide. “I know I saw it—it dropped right as you came in.”

	“Did you see it, Menolly? Hanna?” I turned to them. Both shook their heads.

	“I was checking the bathroom to see if Miss Maggie was there.” Hanna walked over to the bear and picked it up. “This was on the table with her last I saw.” She headed toward the back of the house. “I’ll just check my room.” Maggie slept there with her at night, in her crib.

	“Nothing out on the back porch.” Menolly cocked her head. “I don’t know what to think.”

	“Come quickly!” Hanna’s voice echoed from her bedroom and we raced to join her.

	There, in the crib, lay Maggie, fast asleep. A faint shimmer sparkled near the bed, and as we watched, the bear floated out of Hanna’s hand, through the air. 

	“Who…what…?” Delilah took a tentative step forward, then hesitated. 

	I pushed past her and cautiously made my way over to the crib, the others following me. I stopped right before reaching the sparkling lights.

	“Who are you? What do you want with Maggie?” I was ready to go toe-to-toe with any ghost who might be seeking to harm our little girl. But then, Menolly gasped. I turned to see her pointing at the crib, a spark of recognition on her face. Delilah and Hanna were wide-eyed too.

	“Look. Camille…look.” Delilah’s voice was hushed.

	I slowly turned back around. There, leaning over Maggie’s crib, stood a large, doe-eyed gargoyle. She was a woodland gargoyle, with calico fur just like Maggie. A soft, sad light filled her eyes, and her silky fur waved in the astral wind. She gazed at me, as the bear floated down to snuggle beside our girl. It was then that I noticed the resemblance.

	“You’re Maggie’s mother, aren’t you?” I wondered if she could hear me. But, as she smiled and nodded, I realized that she was dead.

	“We’re taking care of her as best as we can.” Delilah slowly moved closer.

	“We hope you approve.” Menolly gave her a guarded smile, and the gargoyle smiled back.

	She turned back to the crib, and with a ghostly hand, reached down to stroke Maggie’s face. Sound asleep, our little gargoyle softly giggled, and then turned over to hug her bear. Maggie’s mama gave us one last look. Mingled with the sadness, we could see relief, and tears of joy.	

	“You can come visit her any time you want,” I said. “You’re welcome here, you know.”

	She raised one hand, nodded again, and began to fade away. As the light of her aura grew fainter, I thought I could hear her say, “Thank you. Please, take care of my baby.”

	“We will,” I promised. “We will.”


FIRST TOUCH

From Rozurial’s point of view, First Touch takes place between Shadow Rising and Haunted Moon…




	A creaking woke him up. He became aware of the noise as he began to reach the very edge of consciousness. Then, as sleep departed, rolling back like a wave, the sound grew louder, penetrating the last fog that separated Rozurial from the waking world. 

	As he opened his eyes, he had to stop for a moment. For the hundredth time, or perhaps the thousandth—he had to let himself catch up. Had to remember who he was and how he had become the man he was now.

	His dreams often took him home to his childhood, before Dredge destroyed his family. Or they swept him away to the idealistic days of his marriage where Fraale and he lived in love. Fraale,  the only woman who had ever fully won his heart. 

	A moment after waking, his heart would slow down, and he’d remember what had taken place during the long centuries of his life. And he’d remember how he’d become an incubus and once again curse Zeus and Hera.

	But now, the sound was foremost in his mind. He listened. Whatever it was, it beat a steady cadence, like footsteps falling in an empty hallway. 

	The studio had been divided into bedrooms—there were four, one of them empty. Roz claimed one, Vanzir another, Shamas the third. Roz’s bed was decked out with thick bedclothes, including a heavy comforter that was quilted and inviting. His room was replete with pictures of his adopted family: Camille and Delilah. He wanted a photograph of Menolly, but vamps couldn’t take photos. So he’d added one of Iris. Dear Iris, who he had a mad crush on, but knew he could never have.

	As the sound echoed again, this time from the common room, Rozurial slid from beneath the comforter, softly edging toward his duster which he kept near the bed. Everyone joked about his arsenal, but he knew they appreciated the weaponry when the shit hit the fan. And truth was, he only felt comfortable when he was armed to the teeth. He’d been a mercenary and bounty hunter far too long to ever feel comfortable unarmed.

	A moment later, he slid into the duster, covering his boxers, and tiptoed toward the door. All the time, the noise continued, the low fall of steps, pacing evenly, never varying.

	It could be Vanzir, or Shamas, of course, but in his heart he knew it wasn’t. There was something out there, all right. Someone—or some thing. With all they had been facing lately, with all the ghosts they’d fought, Roz wouldn’t have been surprised to find one hitching a ride home.

	He leaned against the wall next to the door, his hand on the handle. Then, taking a deep breath, he yanked it open, leaping out into the living room, long dagger ready. 

	There, pacing the floor, was Hanna, and the front door of the studio was wide open. The woman was from the Northlands, she was sturdy and strong, pretty in a plain way, with the clearest eyes he’d ever seen. But right now, she appeared unaware of him, her face a mask of fear. Roz lowered his blade, then slipped off his duster. She was sleepwalking, so he took care to be as silent as he could as he padded softly to her side.

	Hanna didn’t wake. She paced blindly, murmuring something beneath her breath. After a moment, Roz was able to make out what she was saying.

	“Kjell, can you forgive me? Please, forgive me, my son. Please, understand why I did what I did.” Her voice cracked, full of tears, but the look on her face said it all: strained and lost, in search of something to quell her guilt.

	Rozurial knew what had happened. Camille had told them, once she was capable of talking about her ordeal. She’d told them how Hanna had helped her escape Hyto’s evil lair. How Hanna had tended to her wounds, had helped Camille cope with the aftermath in the wake of the torture sessions the crazed dragon had put her through. And finally, Camille had told them how Hanna had saved her own son by ending his life. There had been no other choice, but everybody knew she carried the stone of that memory around her neck.

	And now, apparently, guilt and regret were driving Hanna out of her bed, into a waking dream.

	Roz encircled her shoulders with his arm, and led her into his room. She quieted at his touch, and as he tucked her into his bed, she let out a soft sigh and fell into a deep sleep. 

	That night, Rozurial sat by her side, holding her hand as she slept. He could feel her need. She was lonely. She’d lost her husband, her children, and her home. She’d followed her conscience and it landed her in an alien land, far from where she started. As he reached out to brush a stray hair from her forehead, it occurred to him that they had a great deal in common. They had both lost everything and everyone they loved, and both of them carried memories of the torture and death of their families.

	At that moment, Hanna opened her eyes and pulled back, startled. But as her gaze fell on his, Roz leaned down to gently press his lips to hers. Hanna hesitated a moment, then she opened her arms, and welcomed him in.


A CRACKLE OF FLAMES

This scene—from Delilah’s point of view—takes place shortly before Autumn Whispers…




	Shade had kindled the bonfire in the fire pit and now we sat around the flames, watching them crackle and pop as they spit their way up the wood. The night was cool and leaves were deserting the trees, caught up in the whirl of the wind. It was clear for once, and stars littered the sky overhead, sparkling in the chill of the mid-October evening.

	I fiddled with the ring on my finger, the smoky quartz hadn’t come off since I’d first accepted it and now it was like a part of me—it was a part of my nature and bound me to Shade in ways I still didn’t understand.

	He handed me a stick and the bag of marshmallows, and I impaled four of them, then held the candy over the flames, catching the sugar alight. I watched the marshmallows char and bubble up, and then pulled my bounty back, blowing out the flames. I always bit into them too fast, always ended up burning my mouth, and this time I told myself I’d wait. But the scent was too tempting and, once again, I had a mouthful of molten sugar and fanned my tongue.

	Shade laughed. “You never learn, do you, Delilah?” But his eyes were warm and I knew he was teasing me. He seldom called me sweetie, or love, or honey—almost always my name, though he did call me Kitten like the others. Or when he was in the mood for sex, he’d call me Pussycat.

	I shrugged. “What can I say? I like to live dangerously.” I took another bite, but the candy had cooled enough and this time, I happily finished it off. 

	We were down by Birchwater Pond, where we’d installed picnic tables and the fire pit and a covered shelter. Tonight, Shade and I had felt the need for some privacy, other than in our rooms, so we’d decided to spend the evening here, under the shadow of the night. 

	This was our time. Autumn, the season of our master, The Autumn Lord. Hi’ran was strong with us tonight, looming like a great shadow of fire and smoke. I could feel him in the trees, in the flames, in the very air with its chill tang that bit into the skin ever so slightly.

	“He’s here.” I glanced at Shade. 

	“I know. He’s watching us. He’s watching the world. There’s something afoot and the Harvestmen are alert.”

	“Samhain is coming—perhaps that has something to do with it?” The season of death was upon us, the season of the Witch, the season of the cauldron. Camille’s season, with her death magic. Menolly’s season—the time of the vampire. And now…now that I was  a Death Maiden, my season, too. We lived in a world of darkness and flame, but it was comforting as well as melancholy.

	Shade closed his eyes, leaning back to listen to the wind. After a few minutes he shook his head. “This is not in the natural order of things. I sense something approaching.” He scooted closer to me and draped his arm around my shoulders. His skin, the color of a strong latte, blended into the night, and his honey-amber hair gleamed under the pale starlight. 

	I reached out, placed my lips against his, and gently kissed him. Then, he was holding me close, pulling me into his embrace, his mouth fastened against mine. I slid off the bench onto the ground, pulling him down with me, and there, against the wet grass, in the light of the flames, I pulled off my jacket and shirt, as he tugged against the snaps on my jeans. 

	Struggling out of them, I slid astride him. He had shoved his jeans down, and now his cock was erect. I lowered myself onto him, hungry. I needed his touch, needed his thrust. I moaned as he took hold of my waist, guiding me as I rode him in the dark of the night. And then, Hi’ran was there, with us, staring up at me from Shade’s eyes. 

	I could feel my master, feel him through my lover, and the swell of his energy rose up to embrace me like a warm shroud, encasing me in the shadows of death and repose, that solemn embrace that welcomes everyone at the end of their life. I cried out as Shade’s fingers raced over my body—burning brightly. The sparks set off my desire, and I cried out, wanting it harder, faster, deeper. 

	Hi’ran laughed, his voice echoing through Shade’s, and I answered the call—riding him now, my wild dragon, my shadow walker who had come through worlds to walk by my side. I loved him, fiercely, like the predator I was. 

	Panther snarled, reveling in our passion, and as I came close to the edge, Shade rolled me over, thrusting deeply from behind, driving himself home into my pussy as his balls thudded against my ass. And then, a wild shriek pierced the night and I realized the shriek had come from me—my voice echoing as it hung in the air before the wind snatched it away. I let go as Shade gave one final thrust, and we were swept up into the night, fueled by the fires of Hi’ran. 

	As the ripples of orgasm slowly left my body, a stark fear hit me. Something was headed our way, and this might be the last time we’d be able to let go of control before we had to face the oncoming danger.


DREAMING DEATH

Another short scene taking place shortly before Autumn Whispers, between Delilah and her sister Arial…  




	I knew I was wandering in my dreams. The more I trained at Haseofon, the more I seemed to blur the lines between dreaming and waking during the sleep state. Greta hadn’t summoned me, for once, but still, there stood the temple—huge and beautiful and stately. I looked up at it with pride in my heart. I’d come to love my calling, to take pride in the fact that I was the Autumn Lord’s only living Death Maiden. 

	Slowly climbing the steps, I examined my feelings. A knot of dread filled the pit of my stomach. I knew I hadn’t made any mistakes, but there was something wrong—I could feel it to my core. I prayed it wasn’t anything I’d have to get embroiled in—my sisters and I had enough on our plates right now.

	As I entered the temple, everything seemed normal. Maybe the stress of life had been getting to me. Maybe it was really just my imagination. The other Death Maidens seemed to be going about their normal business—training, talking, reading, making music…everything looked perfectly fine on the surface. 

	A noise to my right startled me. I turned to find Arial standing there. 

	My twin sister who had died at birth, Arial looked like me except that her hair was waist length and sable brown, and when she was in her Were form, she was a leopard. Only here in Haseofon, the temple of the Death Maidens, could she appear in her two-legged form. Whenever she left, she had to wander the realms as a spirit leopard.

	But now, she threw her arms around my neck. “Sister! I hoped you would come. I need to talk to you.” 

	While she was smiling, her brow crinkled with worry, and her voice was guarded. She pulled me back into the private chamber in which she made her home. It was done up in rich browns and rusts, in aubergine and sage. The bed was huge and I sank into the mattress, wanting nothing more than to turn into my Tabby self and go to sleep.

	But Arial joined me on the bed, cross-legged, leaning forward. “I’ve had a dream. A bad one. I need to tell you about it.”

	I frowned. “A nightmare? What was it?” It seemed odd—sitting here with my dead sister discussing bad dreams, but let’s face it. My world was made of odd and not likely to calm down any time soon.

	She played with the hem of her gown. Arial liked to dress in floaty gauze skirts and peasant blouses. She wore flowers in her hair, too. She would have made the perfect Bohemian back Earthside, even though she would have been a few decades out of date.

	“I dreamed of fire and smoke. Of buildings crashing to the ground. I dreamed of people screaming, trying to escape the lightning. I dreamed a powerful death. And another, and yet another. And ten thousand more atop that.” Arial looked over at me, but I had the feeling she wasn’t seeing me. Instead, she was looking through me, into a vision where I could not follow her.

	“Do you know where? When? Who?” My voice was a whisper. 

	I knew better than ignore her warnings. Nobody in Haseofon dreamed just for fun. Whether visions of the future or from the past, all of the Death Maidens who lived here dreamed of realities spinning out on the web. Or of events that had a good chance of coming to pass. Because she lived with them, my sister dreamed the same way.

	She paused, as if listening to a voice inside her head, then frowned. 

	“The spirits won’t tell me. But be careful. You and Camille and Menolly. Death is coming, and not with easy grace. Death is coming in on the wings of flame and storm and fury. And you will be in the thick of it. Walk softly, sister. I do not want to see any of you cross the veil.” Pausing, Arial seemed to be deciding whether or not to say something else, but then she just smiled softly. “That is all I’m allowed to say.”

	Burning with curiosity, I wanted to ask her more, but I knew it would be useless. So we talked of other things, and finally, late into the night I kissed her and prepared to return to my body. 

	As I left her door she called softly, “You won’t remember this, when you wake. But…some part of you will be aware, and your reactions will be swifter than they might. Maybe it will help you through the coming days.” 

	I nodded, hoping she was wrong, though those living in the temple never were. As I hurried home to my body, a raven caught my attention. It screamed loud and long, and I could feel the storm on the horizon. And it was heading directly for us.


SURPRISES

This takes place about a month before Autumn Whispers, one year after Trillian and Camille’s wedding…




	“You what?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Trillian could not have said what I thought he just said. But he smiled at me, in that cunning way he had and I knew I’d heard right.

	“I’m crossing over to Otherworld for a few days. I leave right now.” He slipped his backpack over his shoulder and gave me a horribly perfunctory kiss, then dodged out the back door before I could say another word.

	My temper at a low boil, I clenched my fists and whirled around as Kitten tapped me on the shoulder. 

	“You okay?” 

	My expression must have screamed No, I’m NOT okay because she grimaced and took a step back, holding up her hands. “Whatever it was, I didn’t do it!”

	I exhaled slowly, trying to calm down. “I know, I know. I’m just furious at Trillian right now.” 

	I wanted to kick something, or maybe throw something like his new Waterford clock he’d bought that I didn’t really even like. But throwing things? So not my style. 

	Instead, I settled for yanking the garbage out from under the sink and stomping out the kitchen door to pile it in the bin. From there, we’d cart it to the dump. Our house in Belles-Faire wasn’t on the main trash collection route, so we were responsible for taking care of the trash ourselves. 

	Delilah was smart enough not to follow me, and I stood in the crisp October air, breathing deeply as I tried to relax and take stock.

	I couldn’t believe that Trillian had taken off. Not today. 

	Fucking men. He knows what today is, and he knows that I expect something more than an “I’ll see you.” 

	Sometimes I wondered why I’d gotten married at all. To any of my husbands, for that matter. Right now, all three of my men had been acting inconsiderate. It crossed my mind, maybe I should just pack up and take a few days for myself. Go home to Otherworld and hang out by the shores of Lake Y’Leveshan. I could set up camp, kick back, read a few books, go visit the High Priestess Derisa, in the Grove of the Moon Mother. Hell, for that matter, I could stop in and see Aunt Rythwar. In general, maybe I really needed a breather from the constant stress we were under.

	The sun glimmered through afternoon clouds as I strolled over to the herb garden. The garden was starting to look a little raggedy around the edges. We’d moved the kitchen herbs to the greenhouse that the men had built as an add-on to Iris’s cottage, but I’d kept my magical herbs here. They needed to stay in the magical circle in which I’d planted them, at least until they were harvested. I knelt down by the mandrake and whispered a hello to it. A few drops of rain from the high clouds made me glance up at the sky. We’d be in the thick of storm weather soon. It was almost time to compost around the base of all the perennials so that when the rainy season did hit, they’d be safe from the chill. Because the first frost wouldn’t be far behind.

	A little bit calmer, my thoughts returned to Trillian and his abrupt departure. How could he? But if I dwelled on it, I’d just get upset again, so I pushed it out of my mind and decided a walk would do me good. I’d head down to Birchwater Pond. The water always soothed me. But as I set foot on the path, Delilah called to me from the back porch. She sounded insistent, and so—with a sigh—I glanced one last time over my shoulder at the path before heading back inside.

	“Since Trillian’s gone tonight, I thought you might like to start planning out what we need to do before the rainy season hits. House stuff—you know? What needs to be fixed, what needs replaced, all that.” Kitten thrust the household notebook into my arms. “With Iris so near to having her twins, I figured that you would probably want to take over. Hanna doesn’t know enough about running the place yet, and she can’t read English.”

	Lovely. Just what I wanted to do today. Grumbling under my breath, I sat down at the kitchen table. “Well, bring me a plate of cookies and a latte, then.” I glared up at her. “And speaking of…where is Hanna?”

	“I gave her the afternoon off. She wanted to do some shopping.” Delilah made me a quad-shot iced caramel latte, and set a plate of Hanna’s peanut butter cookies on the table next to me. She settled in next to me, and we began to run over the upkeep schedule on the house. After about thirty minutes, we were knee deep in plans, and there was no good place to stop, so I decided to write off the day and throw myself into getting the task finished.

	The afternoon wore away before I knew it, and I didn’t look up until Hanna bustled in from wherever she’d been. She wasn’t carrying any bags, so I assumed they were still in the car, and that Vanzir must have driven her to the mall. I glanced at the clock. Almost six, and my stomach was rumbling.

	“I guess we might as well order a pizza or something.” I stood, wincing as I realized I’d been sitting for three hours straight.

	Delilah shrugged. “I’m not that hungry.”

	I looked at her strangely. Kitten was turning down pizza? That was a new one. A moment later, she swore under her breath.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“I left my dagger down by the pond when I was there last. I can’t believe I did that.” She frowned.

	“Well, go get it.” By now, I was ready to pack it in for the day and just go upstairs with a bag of chips, lock my door, and tell Smoky and Morio they could sleep in the parlor.

	“Camille, pretty please, won’t you go do it for me? I’ve got a stomachache and was about to go lie down.” Delilah turned on her sad-kitty face.

	I groaned. “Really? Really? Oh for fuck’s sake…it’s always Camille to the rescue, isn’t it?” 

	With a sigh, I slammed through the back door and headed out into the backyard, ready to blow. I stomped across the yard to the path that led to Birchwater Pond. Lovely, just lovely. I was always the fall-back person. Don’t feel like doing something? Just ask Camille. It had been this way all my life and I was sick and tired of it.

	As I passed the place where Hyto had captured me, I shuddered, unwelcome memories flooding over me. But Smoky and the men had cut down the trees his father had blasted, and in their place, they’d planted rose bushes that bloomed well into the autumn, trying to replace bad memories with prettier ones. It had been Trillian’s idea. Right now, that didn’t make me feel any better. But their spicy scent spiraled down to catch my attention. I couldn’t help but pause and close my eyes. 

	As evening breeze flickered past, I listened to the echo of birdsong and caught another deep breath, letting it out slowly before I opened my eyes and continued on. Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. I’d wanted to go down to the pond earlier, and Delilah’s forgetfulness had gotten me out of the house. I’d apologize to Kitten when I got back. After all, if she was really sick, then there was no harm in helping her. 

	I slowed my pace, letting the approaching dusk wash over me. By the time I came to the opening leading out to the shores around Birchwater Pond, I was calm again. But wait…there were lights flickering from the grotto. There shouldn’t be—not this time of year. Yes, we’d built picnic tables and benches and a shelter near the pond so we could come down here in inclement weather for our rituals and holidays, but there shouldn’t be anybody there right now.

	I cautiously slid to the side of the trail, easing toward the lights. Could they be eye catchers? But we didn’t have eye catchers Earthside. What about will-o’-the-wisps? Maybe we had another invasion of the freaking pests? They could range from mischievous to highly dangerous. 

	Just as I was about ready to return to the house for backup, I heard music. One of my favorite softer bands—Tamaryn. Now, will-o’-the-wisps wouldn’t be trying to lure me in with an MP3 player! 

	Frowning, wondering what was going on, I stepped into the clearing to get a better view.

	“Surprise!” 

	The onslaught of laughter startled me as the majority of our household jumped out from behind bushes. Morio and Smoky were first, then Shade, Nerissa, Roz and Vanzir. Behind me, Delilah and Hanna laughingly raced in from off the path behind me, carrying Maggie.

	“Menolly will be here when she wakes up,” Kitten said.

	“What is this?” I now noticed that the picnic tables were covered with food, the lights were Christmas lights strung from tree to tree, and the music was coming from the sound system we’d wired through the woods. There were also presents on one of the picnic tables, wrapped in pretty paper.

	“Happy anniversary, love.” Trillian stepped out from behind a cedar tree. “You didn’t really think I’d forget, did you? You honestly believed I’d run off to Otherworld on our anniversary if I didn’t have to?” He was laughing, and he opened his arms.

	I stared at him, briefly wanting to kill him for what he’d put me through. Then, with a laugh, letting the day slide into the past, I moved into his arms, and pressed my lips against his.


MEETINGS

Here’s a short scene that gives you just a glimpse of the first time that Maria, the D’Artigo Sisters’ mother, met Sephreh ob Tanu…




	The first time they met, it was shortly after summer solstice, in a little outdoor café off a back alley. Maria had been there many times, always alone, to eat lunch while she sketched. Pastries were expensive. Due to the war, sugar was rare, and they were chewy, made from whole grains rather than white flour. But they tasted good, and were big enough to make lunch from, along with a piece of cheese and a glass of wine.

	She wasn’t wealthy, but the inheritance from her foster parents had left her with enough money to go abroad, to study art. And—though she never admitted it to any of her friends—she had come to Spain to look for family she had never met. Family only rumored to still exist. The journey had been dangerous and her friends thought she was crazy. Coming into a country so soon after civil war had ended, with yet another war waging not so far away in Europe—no, it didn’t really make for sanity. But so far, she’d been lucky. 

	Maria had ignored all the warnings. She’d always gone her own way. After all, nothing waited for her at home. Her foster parents were dead. She had no boyfriends nor close friends to tie her down. And perhaps the most important factor: She had no clue about what she wanted to do in life. All she knew was that she was searching for something, and she wouldn’t find it at home. So she’d packed her bags and come to Spain, and even though she didn’t really know anybody over here, she loved the city and the culture, and the old world charm.

	And that was how she’d ended up here: In a small village, on holiday from the university, drinking red wine, while she contemplated the rest of her life. 

	A moment later, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She stiffened, uncertain what had alarmed her. As she looked around, trying to figure out what it was that suddenly had her uneasy, she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. There were no militarists in sight. No sounds of bombers or explosions—frequent visitors over the past couple of years. No, nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

	“May I sit with you?” 

	The voice was deep, smooth and wary. But it struck a chord inside of her. Even before she looked to see to who was speaking, Maria knew she wanted to hear more. She slowly raised her gaze.

	The man standing in front of her was slightly above average height—maybe near to six feet, maybe a hair under. He was obviously European, for he had jet black wavy hair that reached his lower shoulder blades, and eyes the color of…

	Maria blinked. For a moment, she could have sworn his eyes were violet, but that was impossible. I must be tired, she thought, rubbing her hand across her face. She looked again. This time, his eyes seemed pale blue, impossibly frosty but still…

	“Please, join me.” She wasn’t in the habit of inviting strange men to sit with her, but there was something about him that resonated inside her. She realized she wanted to know his name. 

	As he sat, she realized how pale he was against the black suit. He looked almost albino, with creamy skin that would be the envy of every woman around. As she curled a tendril of hair around her finger, she realized that her heart was beating faster and thoughts she tended to keep under lock and key were rising, along with a heat between her thighs.

	“What might be your name?” Again, the deep, smooth voice glided over the words, sending a ripple of hunger through her body. She couldn’t place the accent, but it was lilting and sensuous.

	She ducked her head. “Maria D’Artigo. I’m from the United States.”

	“Hello, Maria D’Artigo,” the man said, a smile playing over his lips. “My name is Sephreh ob Tanu. Can I buy you another glass of wine?” And then, he leaned forward, his hand gently brushing hers, and in that single moment, she fell, hard into a dangerous stream of thought.

	“My life has just changed forever,” she thought. A door had just opened, and no matter where it led, she was going to follow. With a winsome grin, she tossed her blonde hair over her shoulders, and walked out of her past, into her future.
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