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            Teeny Weeny Christmas

          

          By T.V. Hahn

        

      

    

    
      Havenwood Falls is nothing less than a picture postcard during the holiday season. The ground is covered with freshly fallen snow as the perfect backdrop for the lighted trees in the town’s square. The crisp December air is infused with the smell of newly hewn pine, and the Victorian style gas lamps dot the perimeter of the square with a warm glow.

      Madam Tahini, fondly known in town as Teeny Weeny Tahini, the pint-sized palm reader stationed on the southern side of the square at #19 Main Street, is in her laboratory styled kitchen in the back end of her townhome. The small kitchen is perfumed by the scent of apples, cinnamon, and nutmeg stewing on her stove as she stirs the pot in preparation for the making of her almost famous apple spiced cookies.

      Teeny loves her comfortable solitude and the events of this past October that had turned her quiet little life upside down have now passed. She reminisces about how many different types of cookies she has made over the years for the town’s seasonal tradition—the Hot Cocoa and Cookie Crawl. Of all her past concoctions, her apple spiced cookies seem to be one of the town favorites. This year’s crawl is barely a week away.

      Teeny hums a Christmas carol as she tends to her savory mixture, breathing in the aromatic scent that reminds her so much of the apple garland sachets she makes from some of the exotic flowers and plants she purchases from Fairy Tales Florist (of course).

      A loud pounding on her front door makes Teeny jump nearly a foot off the ground, and her wooden spoon goes flying across the kitchen.

      “Who in the world could that be?” Teeny says aloud to herself as she regains her composure and scurries to the door. She opens the peephole door located only four feet above the ground to accommodate her height, but all she sees is a mass of white in front of her. She closes the peephole and pushes the heavy wooden door open.

      Looking down from his 6’5” stature before her, Mat stands shrouded in snow and carrying a healthy sized pine tree in one arm with seemingly no effort.

      “Oh my, Mat! Get in this house!” she fondly commands her dear nephew, who had just recently flown into town, literally. Mat is her owl-shifter cousin, but due to the large discrepancy in their ages, she has always been referred to as his aunt and he her nephew. No one is quite sure why there’s such a large discrepancy in the sizes, but there you have it.

      “I was planning on just spending a nice quiet evening to myself, but I am happy you came by,” Teeny remarks as Mat wrestles the large pine through her doorway and foyer. “Let’s put that tree in my parlor in the back.”

      Off to the side of the kitchen is a small living area that Teeny refers to as her parlor. A little fireplace is ablaze with crackling logs, and though the hearth is relatively small, magically the fire seems to warm the entire townhome.

      Mat starts to set up the tree, limbs laden heavily with clumps of snow, flocking the tree beautifully, when next is a series of rat-a-tats on Teeny’s front door.

      “Now who?” Teeny says, as she once again goes to the front door of her home and opens the peephole door. This time all she sees are gentle white flakes drifting dreamily from the sky.

      “Hey! Down here!” a voice hollers from below the low leveled peephole door. Teeny looks down from her vista to eye four fur-cladded munchkins jumping up and down trying to reach the peephole door, looking much like whack-a-moles.

      Teeny closes the peephole and pushes the door open, and the four pixie sisters enter into the welcoming warmth of Teeny’s home. If they weren’t already small, as soon as Teeny closes her door, their glamour is removed, and the Pixies don’t even stand a foot tall, identical to one another except for their complexions, eye, and hair color.

      Enya, named for fire, is yellow skin toned, with fiery red hair and orange eyes. Aeiri has a pale blue complexion, crown of white hair streaked with lavender and powder pink, and looks much like she sports a cloud upon her head. Ushka, named for water, has a crop of curly blue locks upon her head and skin the color of sea foam. Lastly, Tierri, the salt of the earth so to speak, is cocoa colored with green hair, and she appears as a tiny tree in motion.

      The four little creatures in their pixie form look as if they could be ornaments on the giant tree Mat has erected in the parlor.

      “Look at all the snow on the branches!” Aeiri lilts in an airy sing-song voice. The pixies run to the tree and begin hopping on the branches, bouncing from one limb to the other, scattering snow all over the parlor’s wooden floor.

      Ushka jumps down and begins splashing in the melted snow puddles on the floor, gleefully chanting, “Oh nooooo, I’m melting!!!”

      The parlor is soon filled with wild laughter as the other three pixies join Ushka in the puddle-jumping. It does not last too long, as they break out in a wrestling match, tossing each other across the room, as well as throwing droplets of water that sizzle as they hit the logs in the fireplace.

      “Alright, that’s enough! Clean up this mess, and help Mat put candles on the tree,” Teeny orders the raucous pixies. Mat just stands elbows akimbo, grinning at the joyful pixies and shaking his beautiful head of shoulder-length white locks streaked with gold and brown.

      The pixies pull a multitude of colored ribbons out of thin air, knot them up, and begin using the batches of ribbons as mops, sweeping them across the floor and squeezing them dry into the fireplace. They giggle at the sizzles, fizzles, and pops that emit from the blaze.

      Teeny returns to her apples and begins mashing them for her cookie mixture. She had planned on a quiet evening by herself, baking her cookies in preparation for the Crawl, but now it looks as though there are going to be a few mouths to feed, and guesses her first few batches would soon disappear.

      There comes a tiny tap at the window above her sink, and she looks over to Cyllene shivering outside on her window box. She pulls the small kitchen window open just wide enough to allow the butterfly-like nymph in, and shuts it quickly, so the snow doesn’t blow into her cookie mixture.

      Cyllene flies to the small kitchen table, as Tahini sets up a clamp on the table and places a funnel in its pinchers as a speaker for the tiny creature.

      “Brrrrr!!!” is all Cyllene can mutter, as she draws her wings around her, trying to warm up her body.

      “It is awfully cold out there for you to be flying around Silly Annie! Mat and the pixies are in the parlor, and there’s a nice fire blazing. You’ll warm up faster in there.”

      Cyllene shivers a nod and flies off into the parlor. Mat has just finished placing the last candle on the tree top when she enters.

      “Good evening, Cyllene! Just in time for you to do your stuff. Would you do the honor of lighting the candles?” Mat greets the dryad, who happily obliges.

      Cyllene starts at the top of the tree, circles around the candle three times, then spirals above it, letting her swallow tails spin into a helix. The candle bursts into flame, and Cyllene continues to perform the ritual on each of the small candles that adorn the tree.

      Teeny combines her apple spice mix into a large bowl filled with a mountain of flour, sugar, and a couple of eggs. The oven has now come to the right temperature, and Teeny pulls out a cookie sheet from the breakfront cupboard. Just as she is about to spoon out the drops of cookie dough onto the sheet she has placed on the table, a silvery tapping on her front door alerts her.

      “Well, finally, a normal person who knows how to use the knocker,” Teeny says aloud and pads to the front door, wooden spoon in hand.

      Once again, she opens the peephole, and before her stands an Italian beauty, wrapped in a thick woolen scarf and holding a bottle of Chianti in one hand and a basket covered with cloth in the other. Teeny quickly closes the peephole, and pushes the carved wooden door open, as Nina, the owner and seamstress of Dress Perfect, enters, along with a brisk wind of December air. As soon as Nina is fully in the foyer, Teeny abruptly pulls the front door closed.

      “Hi, Nina! What a pleasant surprise! Mathew’s here. They are decorating the tree in the back parlor.” Teeny welcomes her friend, as she takes the woolen scarf and hangs it on the coatrack next to the half-round table that stands in the foyer.

      As the two women enter the parlor, Nina hands the bottle of wine to Mat and unveils the basket. It is filled with popcorn and cranberries, and the pixies scream with delight. Again, ribbons mysteriously appear, and they all begin diving into the basket of popcorn, threading the puffy chunks onto their ribbons, with a cranberry every five or ten kernels apart.

      Mat places his arm around Nina as they both watch the pixies busily make popcorn garland for the tree, chattering away all at once, stepping over each other’s voice.

      Teeny just shakes her head and walks back into the kitchen to finish her cookies, and get a little peace and quiet to herself.

      Mat carries the bottle of wine into the kitchen, just as Teeny places the first batch of cookies into the oven. He grabs a wine glass from the cupboard and points it at Teeny in question.

      “No dear, none for me tonight. I have to finish baking, but thank you.”

      Mat pops the cork and fills the glass with the rich, red liquid. He then takes a second glass from the cupboard and fills that also, carrying both back to the parlor.

      Nina takes one of the glasses from him, smiles and says “Salut!” as she clinks her glass against his. She sips the luscious wine.

      “Ooh Nina, can I have a taste?” pipes up Tierri.

      “Me too!” says Enya.

      “Me three!” from Ushka.

      And of course, not to be left out, “Me six,” adds Aeiri. This sends the pixies into another titter of laughter, followed by another wrestling match, and flying popcorn.

      Teeny just shakes her head in the kitchen, listening to all the commotion and wondering if her life will ever have peace and quiet again.

      As the first batch of cookies is cooling and Teeny is placing the second batch in the oven, she can hear Cyllene’s tiny lyre playing a Christmas carol. She can hear Enya start the round with “The Holly and the Ivy, when they are both full grown, of all the trees that are in the wood, the Holly bears the crown.” Then each of the charmed cherubs chime in as they sing the lyrics in harmonic rounds.

      The second batch having cooled on the rack, Teeny goes to place the cookies on the platter where she had set the first batch, but there were no cookies on the platter. Over a dozen apple spiced cookies have vanished. Teeny furrows her brow, knowing exactly into whose bellies they had disappeared.

      She walks into the parlor to admonish the raiding pixies only to find four little figures curled up in front of the fireplace, with a weary nymph in her lunar moth finery nestled in Aeiri’s cloud of hair. Cookie crumbs and popcorn bits litter the floor around them. Nina is sound asleep, cuddled up on Mat’s lap, where he is napping in the overstuffed chair, arms wrapped lovingly around her, as he snores in blissful slumber. The tree is adorned with what seems like a thousand little flickering lights, streams of popcorn garland smattered with dark red berries, and tiny ribbon bows of all the hues of the rainbow tied on tips of branches around the tree.

      So, I thought I wanted a little peace and quiet this Christmas, but what I got instead was family. My Family.

      Teeny tiptoes back to the kitchen, grabs her winter coat off the hook near the back door, picks up the platter of cookies, and shimmers. A translucent wave of air that looks much like the ripple of air one can see over a hot plain of sand, like a mirage, appears in the kitchen as Teeny Weeny Tahini ripples into the wave and is gone.

      At the mouth of a dark cave on the far side of Peacock Lake, the translucent wave appears again, as does Teeny and her plate of apple spiced cookies.

      “Gruff!” she calls out loudly, and disgruntled mumbles emit from the back of the cave. She can hear the Troll shuffling toward the front, and as he emerges from the cavern, a flicker of light seems to appear briefly in the normally sullen black eyes of the small misshapen man before her.

      “I was making these for the Hot Cocoa & Cookie Crawl, but it seems these were meant for family instead. Merry Christmas, Gruff,” she announces as she hands him the plate of cookies.

      “Family,” Gruff says roughly, and takes her plate of cookies from her, then turns away abruptly, trying in vain to hide his smile from Teeny Weeny as he lumbers back into his hole in the mountain.
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        * * *

      

      Read about Teeny Weeny and friends in The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn & Kristie Cook, available now. And watch for The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn, coming March 2019.
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            A Mistletoe Mix Up

          

          By Susan Burdorf

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes the most normal day can be the most magical of all.

      Ruby Howe read that in the daily inspirational calendar resting on the counter where she was working, and chuckled.

      “You have no idea what is normal or magical when it comes to Havenwood Falls,” she murmured to the inert paper. The date, December twenty-second, stared mutely back at her.

      Whether it was the holidays or just a regular day, Havenwood Falls was filled with unique residents, and even more unusual happenings.

      Nothing is ever dull in this town, Ruby thought. She reached for some of the ingredients she was blending for the love potion that was one of the store’s most popular items during the holiday season while humming a Christmas tune slightly off-key.

      In spite of mischievous elves or the large man in the red suit that humans favored celebrating the holiday with, Ruby, as a witch, had her own special way of honoring the season. She believed in love and community, and today she was making some new scents to tempt the tourists that had flocked to town to enjoy the ski slopes and other winter activities.

      She turned as two high school-aged girls entered Howe’s Herbal Shoppe bringing with them a cold breeze that ruffled the herbs and signage. Ruby shivered, her witch senses telling her something unusual was about to happen.

      “Hello, ladies. May I help you find something?” Ruby greeted the girls with a bright smile. The blond one in pink and the dark-haired girl in blue looked at her, then at each other.

      “We’re looking for something unique, different, something that is a little . . . unlike anything any of our friends have seen before. We heard this was the place to come for a little magic.” The blonde’s tone was sarcastic and disbelieving, as if she doubted Ruby could deliver on the promise.

      The dark-haired girl bobbed her head like one of those dogs that sit in the back window of the car. It was obvious to Ruby which of the girls was in charge. She turned to answer the blonde, and her sleeve caught the edge of the container she was mixing her ingredients in and spilled mistletoe leaves, berries, and other scents onto the floor and the counter.

      The girls laughed. Ruby colored. With the flat of her palm, she swept the ingredients into the small cauldron she used to stir them then set it to the side.

      The girls each bought a small bottle of the love potion that was really nothing more than a mood booster. Another few customers wandered in, the room cooling each time the door opened, but that was not what was causing Ruby to shiver.

      She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was afoot. Saying a quick incantation under her breath for good luck, Ruby waved to the girls as they left. The dark-haired one waved back, lowering her head when her friend said something to her.

      Ruby shook her head. Her granddaughter Scarlet would never act this rude. Those two girls need a lesson in respecting and thinking of others, she thought as she returned to the potions she’d been mixing.
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        * * *

      

      Sherry Grimes transferred the shopping bags she was carrying from one hand to the other as she reached for the door handle of Howe’s Herbal Shoppe. Stepping back, she allowed two giggling high school-aged girls to pass by her as they exited the shop. They were dressed in the thickly padded, brightly colored down jackets with matching caps and gloves in delicate pastels favored by skiers. With Christmas just around the corner, the normal population of Havenwood Falls had increased slightly with vacationing families and other groups brought in by the tourism bureau to enjoy Mount Mae’s ski slopes—and to spend their money at the local shops and restaurants.

      “Did you hear her?” said one girl in a sarcastic tone. Blond hair flowed down her back from underneath her knitted cap. “That old bird is crazy.”

      Her tone of voice irritated Sherry, especially since she suspected they were talking about Ruby Howe, the elderly woman who ran the shop with her daughter, Rose, both of whom were good friends of hers.

      “I know. Whoever heard of a real love potion, anyway? That stuff is so Harry-Potter-middle-school-last-year.”

      “Definitely,” agreed her friend. The two of them gripped their small bags with the shop’s logo on them as they hurried away laughing, not even thanking Sherry for holding the door open.

      “Hello, Sherry.” From behind the counter, Ruby greeted her friend.

      A few customers wandering about the displays looked up at Sherry’s entrance then continued their browsing. They were tourists, Sherry assumed, as she recognized none of them.

      The shop was small, but filled with lots of interesting items, from candles in small glass jars stacked in attractive patterns on tables decked out in snowflake patterned tablecloths, to the shelves lined with scented soaps and packets of herbs. There was always a lot to see and smell in here, but Ruby truly outdid herself with holiday decorations and displays. Overhead, on thin strings that stretched from one wall to another, were bunches of dried herbs like lavender and thyme that were also for sale.

      Behind the counter, a small, black pot resting on a silver stand was warmed by a steady flame. Ruby was concocting one of her signature scents. Sherry couldn’t tell which one it was, but she smelled a strong odor of something she could only describe as Christmas.

      The walls were lined with intermittent wreaths hung with bright red bows. She noticed a few pine-tree wreaths as well as some designed with holly leaves and bright silver or gold ornament balls. Mistletoe, tied in small bundles, rested on the counters and decorated the tables. A small sprig of the herb was lying on the counter next to the bubbling pot.

      Taking a deep breath, Sherry sighed in contentment. There was always something delightful about walking into the Herbal Shoppe. She couldn’t quite put her finger on the scent that assailed her nostrils, but she knew she liked it. A combination of pine, and snow, and cinnamon, blended with some elusive ingredient, made her feel so invigorated, Sherry felt like the bags, heavy just a moment ago, were light as a feather now, as was her mood.

      “I’m not sure how you manage to do it, Ruby, but I always feel so much better when I walk in here.”

      Ruby chuckled and put a finger across her lips like she was holding back a secret. Which knowing Ruby like Sherry did, was probably not too far from the truth. Whether it was good or not depended on the situation. Ruby was a darling, and Sherry loved her like a grandmother, but sometimes she was a bit . . . well, eccentric was the best word. Unusual things always seemed to happen around Ruby. Not that she went out of her way to court trouble . . . but trouble did seem to know her address.

      Stepping from behind the counter, Ruby held out both arms for Sherry to walk into for a big hug. “It’s so nice to see you! Looks like you’re doing quite a bit of shopping today. I bet I know who for.” Ruby’s voice was sweetly teasing as she pointed to the bags in Sherry’s hands.

      “Well, I’m sure you know who some of them are for . . .” Sherry grinned as she held up the bags and chuckled.

      She winked suggestively, and Ruby chuckled in response.

      “What can I help you with today? May I interest you in a love potion, too?”

      Both women laughed at the idea that Sherry and Rusty, her wolf-shifter lover, needed any incentive to be more attracted to each other. “I think I’m okay in that department, Ruby, but thank you for thinking of me.”

      “So, how is our ranger doing these days? I haven’t seen Rusty in town much lately. Everything okay with you two?”

      “Oh gosh, yes,” Sherry said with a wide smile. “We’re doing great, but . . .” Sherry hesitated, waiting until a customer walked past in case she needed Ruby’s attention. The woman smiled shyly at both of them before continuing to stroll around the shop. The other customers had left, leaving just this lone woman, Sherry, and Ruby in the shop.

      Sherry flinched as the woman tried to move between the tables, her puffy coat sleeves sending some of the delicate glass-encased candles teetering, but not falling. The woman blushed, embarrassed at causing a near accident, and cast a quick glance in their direction.

      “May I help you find something, ma’am?” Ruby asked in a pleasant tone meant to set the woman at ease.

      Startled at being addressed, the woman hesitated. Her voice was soft and low, making it hard for Sherry to hear her. Ruby leaned toward the woman, smiling encouragingly as she waited for the customer to decide what she wanted.

      “I saw a sign . . .” the woman said. She turned slowly around and pointed to the sign near the cash register that said they made custom scents.

      “Do you have a particular scent in mind?” Ruby asked.

      “I . . . I’m not sure.” The woman glanced around the shop nervously. She looked a little like a deer caught in the headlights, scared and frozen in place.

      “Well, what type of scent are you looking for? Something floral? Something spicier like a cinnamon-based one, or maybe you’d prefer something more out-of-doors, like pine? We have some lovely samples over here.” Ruby directed the woman toward the opposite end of the store and handed her a few samples of different scents to try.

      “Would you like a candle? Or maybe something more personal like an essential oil you can burn in a diffuser?” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t know.” The woman was nearly in tears, and Sherry felt sorry for her.

      Making a decision was obviously hard for this poor woman. Sherry wondered if there was a reason why. Before moving to the area, Sherry had been a therapist. Escaping from a bad relationship, she’d ended up in Havenwood Falls where she met Rusty Higgins. She fell for the park ranger who was also a wolf-shifter, and decided to move in with him and become a permanent resident of the town, a decision she hadn’t regretted.

      In Havenwood Falls, with its unusual residents like fae, shifters of many varieties, angels, other supernatural beings such as witches like Ruby and her daughter and granddaughter, and humans like herself, Sherry felt right at home.

      Gently touching the customer on the arm, Sherry said, “Hi. I’m Sherry. Maybe I can help you decide? There are so many amazing things in this shop, even I have trouble deciding what I want sometimes.”

      The woman nodded, relieved at Sherry’s offer to help.

      “I’ll just be over there.” Ruby pointed to the counter. “I have a new batch of scents warming, and I need to watch them. Let me know if I can be of any help. I’ll put your bags behind the counter for you, Sherry.”

      “Oh, Ruby, thank you,” Sherry said gratefully. “No peeking,” she admonished the woman, who grinned and promised to behave.

      “Now,” said Sherry turning back to the customer, “who are you buying this scent for?”

      “Me,” the woman said.

      “Okay, that’s wonderful. We should all pamper ourselves once in a while. So, do you want one of these pretty soaps? Or candle? Or perhaps an essential oil? Do you have a favorite scent? At this time of year, I love everything peppermint, or coffee scented.” Sherry confided that last with a small chuckle.

      The woman shrugged. Sherry noted she was acting very timid, as if thinking of herself was something new for her.

      “Well, let’s try making this decision another way.” Sherry wrinkled her brow as she thought of a way to help the customer to give her an idea of what she might want. “Will you drive or fly home?”

      The woman looked at her blankly, not quite understanding why Sherry would need to know that.

      “If you flew, you might not be able to take a liquid,” Sherry explained.

      The woman chuckled. “Yes, that’s true. I drove here. Well, we drove to the place where we got the bus that brought us to town,” she explained.

      “We? You and a companion?” Sherry hadn’t seen a ring on the woman’s hand and assumed she was unattached.

      The woman colored. “No, no companion.”

      Her tone, Sherry noticed, seemed regretful.

      “I’m here with my sister and her boyfriend,” the woman confessed. “I’m Brenda. Brenda Robinson. I recently became divorced, and Alice and Fred offered to let me join them on their skiing trip here. I wasn’t sure I wanted to come. Strangely enough, I couldn’t find out anything about Havenwood Falls on the internet or anywhere else.” This last was said in a whisper as if she was afraid of saying something offensive.

      Sherry grinned wider as she waved her hand dismissively. “I know, it is the craziest thing, isn’t it? Almost makes it seem like Havenwood Falls is some mysterious, secretive place, doesn’t it?”

      Sherry’s laugh put the other woman at ease. After that, the two women collected a few bottles of sample scents resting on the counter and brought them to Ruby, who had been helping newly arrived customers while keeping an eye on them. Sherry didn’t miss the raised eyebrow as they set down the bottles, but winked and refused to answer the unspoken question.

      Ruby had been cutting some leaves of what looked like holly, but the green wasn’t quite the same, Sherry noted.

      “What is that?” Sherry pointed to the leaves.

      “Oh, a bit of mistletoe,” Ruby said with a smile. “We add it to the candles for color and texture.”

      “Do you add it to your oils?” Sherry asked in a curious tone.

      “Oh no,” Ruby said with a shake of her head. “That would not be a good combination with the potion currently bubbling in the cauldron.” She gave no further information, and Sherry immediately wondered what was bubbling so noisily in the pot and why mistletoe would be a bad addition.

      “So, do you have an idea of what you would like?” Ruby asked as she turned back to the customer.

      “I think so,” Brenda said. She teased her lip with her teeth while she organized the bottles, glancing at their labels one last time. “Yes, I’m sure of it. I would like these three.” She handed them to Ruby, who checked the labels and looked at Sherry in surprise.

      “Are you sure?” Ruby asked Brenda.

      Brenda nodded confidently.

      “These are some of the strongest scents we have: Ligusticom porter or loveroot, and peppermint and cilium. Very interesting choices. Did you smell them first before making your choice?”

      Brenda nodded. “I love peppermint,” she confided as if speaking of something she liked were unusual for her, “and the others have such a clean smell. They all just seem to go together.”

      “I agree,” said Ruby with a distracted air. She seemed puzzled about something.

      “How would you like this?” asked Ruby. She looked at Brenda, who flustered a bit, uncertain what to answer.

      “How about in an oil that you can use in a diffuser, like this one?” Sherry suggested. She pointed to a small white, electrical diffuser that was on the counter near the cash register. “Unless you have another idea?” She included Ruby in her glance.

      “No, nothing in particular. That will be fine.”

      “Okay,” said Ruby taking the bottles and setting them on the shelf behind her. “I will have everything ready for you in about an hour? Will that work for you?”

      “Perfect,” said Brenda as she paid for her purchase.

      Just as she was about to leave the store, a customer entered, a gust of cold air following her in, ruffling the herbs overhead and sending a few papers flying from behind the counter. Ruby scrambled to prevent the papers from reaching the flame at the same time Sherry reached out. Both women touched the papers, causing a few of them to drop onto the counter, where they landed on the pile of mistletoe leaves, flipping the greenery into the air. Ruby was able to grab the leaves and set them down.

      There was something very strange about the way the wind was behaving. Something was in the air. Something twisted and mischievous. Before Ruby could comment on it, the customer who’d entered drew her attention.

      The woman who had entered was oblivious to the mess her abrupt entrance had caused. She frowned, her lips pinched tightly in displeasure as she gazed at Brenda.

      “There you are, Brenda. Fred and I’ve been looking all over for you!” The word was not used as a term of affection, but rather as one of aggrieved annoyance.

      “Hello,” said Ruby brightly as she stepped from behind the counter, holding out a hand in greeting. The other woman barely gave her a glance.

      “Come along, you silly girl,” the other woman said to her sister. “We have things to do, and you are wasting our time. We need to leave, now.”

      “Would you like . . .” Ruby started to say, pointing toward a display of assorted soaps and candles.

      “No, thank you,” the older woman said. Her tone was impatient and rude. “I don’t need any of your ridiculous concoctions and neither does my sister. If she purchased anything, you can give her money back to her immediately.”

      Brenda shook her head in disagreement and said to Ruby, “Everything will be ready in about an hour, right? I’ll be back then.”

      Ruby nodded. Sherry shook her head as Brenda’s sister grabbed the woman by the arm and pulled her from the shop, nearly knocking over Cecilia Amundson, owner of the Havenwood Falls Music & More Store, who had just entered, slipping to the side as the sisters brushed by her.

      “Good heavens,” Cecilia said, smoothing her blond locks away from her eyes as she tried to avoid knocking into any of the items in the store when the two women passed by her. “Who are they?”

      “Oh, no one in particular,” Ruby said, shaking her head.

      “There is something about that older one,” Cecilia mumbled under her breath. The three women watched the other two as they hurried down the walk, Brenda’s arm firmly in her sister’s grip.

      “Did you say something, Cece?” Sherry looked at the blond woman.

      “No . . . nothing important,” Cecilia answered.

      Sherry and Ruby exchanged a glance. Sherry shrugged. “Okay, I have to go. I’ll stop back by in a bit. I think I might like a few candles, but I’m late for an appointment with a coffee.”

      Ruby laughed. Sherry’s addiction to coffee from Coffee Haven was well known amongst her friends. Without her coffee, she tended to be a bit grumpy, if Rusty were to be believed. Ruby had often heard him threaten to build her her own coffee haven at their cabin if she didn’t stop dragging him into town just so she could imbibe in the caffeinated brew at least once a day.

      Sherry left the shop after exchanging a few words with Cecelia, who was wandering around, touching and smelling the fragrant offerings on display.

      Ruby and Cece chatted for a few minutes while the music shop owner finalized her purchases. Turning to leave, she walked into Rusty, who was just entering the shop.

      “Hello,” Cece said shyly. Lowering her eyes, she stepped around him on her way toward the door.

      “Hey, Cece, can you wait a minute? I need your help.”

      “My help?” Cece asked at the same time Ruby spoke.

      “Rusty! How nice to see you. Were your ears burning a little bit ago?”

      Rusty chuckled as he faced Ruby. “How are you, old girl? And no, my ears were not burning. Should they have been?”

      He reached over to pull Ruby into a hug that caused her to squeal like a little girl. Releasing her, he stepped back and patted her on the head, which made her color slightly in pleasure.

      Rusty was looking quite nice in the snug jeans and sweater that accentuated his lanky body in all the right ways. He was smiling broadly, brown eyes glinting with highlights of gold in his amusement at Ruby’s reaction.

      “Sherry was just in here. You only missed her by a few minutes. She is headed to Coffee Haven for her daily fix and will be coming back. If you wait around, you might meet her here.”

      “Thanks for the heads up. I’m trying to find my love a Christmas gift she isn’t already aware of. If I hang around, she’ll know what I’m up to.”

      Cece and Ruby exchanged a knowing glance.

      “See, even you know what Sherry’s like. She knows everything and doesn’t even have mind-reading capabilities,” Rusty said.

      “What do you want for her?” Ruby asked, one eyebrow bent upward.

      “Soap?”

      “Uh, no,” said Cece, laughing. She steered Rusty toward the counter where she handed him a list of signature scents he could pick from.

      “I think Sherry would love something from this list. You already have a diffuser, so how about some oils she can burn? Perhaps something that smells like the woods? Or maybe peppermint? Or coffee?”

      In a few minutes, Rusty had selected the scent he wanted.

      “Come back in about an hour,” Ruby told him as she shooed him from the store in case Sherry came back. “I’ll have it ready then.”

      Cece selected a few scents for her store and promised to come back in a short while to pick up her selection as well.

      Once they were out of the store, Ruby set to work. After mixing the scent for Brenda Robinson in the bubbling cauldron, she labeled the bottle and set it aside, leaving the cap off for the time being to allow the ingredients to cool to room temperature. Next, she prepared the oils for Rusty and Cece, then labeled them as well. She handled the few customers who were in and out with her usual speed, and time passed quickly.

      The wind howled around the store in periodic gusts, promising a storm. Ruby shivered. The storm was unsettling her witch-sense, which told her something was different about this weather, but she wasn’t quite sure what it was. No amount of reaching out with her magic made the behavior of the wind any clearer.

      “Well, no sense worrying about what I can’t change. Whatever will be, will be, and I’ll just have to deal with it when it happens,” she mumbled as she worked.

      Sherry was the first to return to the shop. In her hands, she had a few new presents wrapped in bright paper and ribbons. Flushed cheeks and windblown hair from the cool air that followed Sherry into the shop caused Ruby to grab a few papers that flew to the floor, tossed by the wind.

      “Oh gosh, sorry,” Sherry said as she rushed forward to help Ruby with the mess she’d inadvertently caused.

      Ruby waved Sherry’s help away.

      “Thank you, dear, I’m good. Everything is back to normal. What can I help you with?”

      Sherry noted Ruby was acting a little nervously and wondered at the cause. Was her return to the shop a reason for Ruby to get all flustered? And if so, why?

      “I wanted to be here when Brenda returned for her bottle of scent. Has she come back yet?”

      Ruby shook her head. Nodding toward the three bottles resting on the counter, Ruby said, “I have a few bottles waiting for pick up. Ms. Robinson has not come back yet. Do you think her sister will allow her to?”

      “I think Brenda will come whether her sister wants her to, or not. Brenda seems to have taken a shine to your store for some reason.”

      Ruby chuckled and said in a conspiratorial whisper, “Must be because of how charming I am.”

      Sherry shook her head at the witch’s joke.

      The door opened behind her, and Brenda Robinson walked in. Carrying a couple of large bags from local shops, she looked a bit frazzled. A few honey-colored strands of hair had slipped free of its clip, and her face was flushed.

      “My goodness, that wind is very strong today,” Brenda said, struggling to close the door behind her.

      “Here, let me help you,” Sherry said.

      “Thank you,” said Brenda. She smiled at Sherry as she turned to face Ruby. “Is my order ready?”

      “Sure is,” said Ruby as she reached for the oil in its brightly colored bottle. “Now, I have to warn you, it is very potent upon first sniff.” Ruby watched as Brenda unscrewed the top.

      Just then, the door opened again, and a small sprig of mistletoe hanging over the shop fell downward to land on top of the bottle, sending berries and leaves scattering everywhere.

      Ruby’s eyes widened, and she gasped, reaching to pull the bottle away from Brenda before the woman could sniff it, but Ruby was too late.

      Rusty walked in, a wide smile on his face as Brenda turned at Sherry’s warm hello for her lover. Taking a deep whiff of the scent, Brenda locked eyes with Rusty. In an instant, the air in the room seemed to be sucked out of the space between the older woman and Rusty. Brenda gasped, grabbing her forehead, moaning a bit in pain as if taken by a sudden headache.

      Sherry felt a quick tightening of the air also and turned to look at Ruby in confusion as her boyfriend groaned and grabbed his head, as if he was also unexpectedly in pain.

      All this happened in the blink of an eye, and Cecelia, entering the store behind Rusty, was thrown backward into the door as it closed. The room righted itself again.

      “Whoa,” Cecilia said. “What was that?” She looked toward Ruby in confusion.

      But Ruby didn’t answer. Instead she was staring at both Rusty and Brenda in consternation, a deep furrow in the space between her brows.

      “Did . . . did you feel something weird?” Brenda asked in a small voice.

      Ruby grabbed the bottle from the tourist’s hand and quickly closed the top, screwing it on tightly. Sherry noticed Ruby’s pale face and her eyes wide and scared, before her attention returned to Rusty, whom she helped to the counter, where he leaned heavily as if his legs couldn’t support him.

      Brenda, on the other hand, had straightened her spine, and in her eyes, a warm golden light glowed for a second before disappearing.

      “Uh-oh,” Ruby said in a whisper that caused Sherry to glance quickly her way in concern. Ruby’s tone was anything but normal.

      “Brenda, are you ready to go?” Brenda’s sister and a tall, slender gray-haired man entered the shop. Both of them were frowning, as if they were in a place that lowered their tax category.

      Brenda nodded. “Yes, I believe I am. Thank you, Ruby. It was nice to meet you, Sherry.”

      And then she was gone.

      Behind her, Sherry heard Rusty still groaning and rubbing his temples in pain. Cecelia and Sherry exchanged looks and then turned to Ruby.

      Fortunately, the shop was currently empty of human company, and the supernaturals were able to talk freely.

      “Ruby,” said Sherry, “what just happened?”

      “I’m not sure. I need . . . I need to do some research.”

      “I don’t feel . . . like me,” Rusty said in a cracked voice.

      Ruby looked at him. He did look a little gray and very ill, Sherry noted.

      “Honey, maybe I need to get you home and put you to bed. You might be coming down with something. Cecelia, can you help me get him to the truck?”

      Cecelia put an arm around Rusty, her diminutive form dwarfed by his much larger one as she tried to assist Sherry. Both women ignored his protests that he could leave on his own power.

      “I’m going to take him home, and then I’ll be back. I have a feeling we need to talk about this.”

      Ruby watched them pull away from the curb and reached for the phone to call her daughter Rose. Her hand hesitated before picking up the receiver. What could Rose tell her that she couldn’t look up in a spell book anyway? No need to worry her daughter. She could figure this out.

      An hour later, she slammed the book closed in frustration. She’d gone through eight books so far, and none had explained what had occurred in her shop. Leaning against the counter and resting her chin in her hands, she tried not to admit defeat.

      “Ruby?”

      Ruby turned at Sherry’s scared tone of voice. Sherry’s face was pale, and beside her, Cecelia was equally upset.

      Before Ruby could speak, the door opened again, and Brenda’s sister rushed in.

      “Help . . . help me. Something’s wrong with Brenda.”

      Ruby glanced among the three women standing before her and said, “What’s wrong?”

      “She’s . . . she’s . . . hairy. She ran from the room at the inn and said she needed to get some air. She ran outside without her jacket. She’ll freeze.” Brenda’s sister burst into tears.

      “Where is she exactly?” Ruby asked the woman, trying not to lose patience with the other woman who was crying with great sobs, mumbling something unintelligible about the woods.

      Sherry, at a gesture from Ruby, put the CLOSED sign on the shop door.

      The three women helped Brenda’s sister to a chair, and Ruby brought her some tea. In a few minutes, the woman told them what had happened since they left the store.

      “After we left here, Brenda kept telling me she felt strange, but I thought it was just her being her usual whiny self. She’s a hypochondriac, you know.” The woman took another sip of tea, sighing in contentment.

      “Where is Brenda now?” Ruby asked.

      “She . . . she left. She told me that I could go to blazes and then she just . . . she just ran out. She headed toward the woods, saying she needed to run. I don’t know what’s gotten into her. She used to be so quiet. Now she’s wild.”

      The woman’s wails grated on Sherry’s nerves. Silently, she applauded Brenda for finally spreading her wings to fly, but a glance toward Cecelia told her they were both wondering at this sudden change in the woman’s normal behavior. Was it natural, or did what happened earlier have something to do with it?

      A loud buzzing interrupted the woman’s tale, and Sherry stepped away to answer her phone.

      “Sherry?” Rusty’s voice was nearly unrecognizable.

      She gestured to the phone to let Ruby know she needed to take the call. Cecelia’s eyes followed her out, but Sherry couldn’t stop to explain. Rusty needed her.

      “Rusty, darling, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. His voice was weak and wavering, and Sherry was worried.

      “I’m coming home.”

      “No, no, don’t come back. I’m fine. Talk to Ruby. I think . . . I think whatever is wrong with me happened with that customer in Ruby’s shop today.”

      “What am I supposed to tell her? What do you think happened?”

      Sherry looked up just as someone ran by very fast. Brenda?

      “Brenda!” she shouted, leaping forward. Rounding the corner, she looked both ways, but the woman had disappeared. Wow, Sherry thought, Brenda has gotten pretty darn fast in the last couple hours. What’s up with that?

      On a hunch, she said to Rusty, “Honey, are you able to shift?”

      Silence.

      “No,” Rusty finally said. “How did you know?”

      Sherry swore softly then said, “Honey, I gotta talk to Ruby. I’ll call you back. Don’t leave the cabin, okay?”

      Rusty agreed to stay in the cabin, but she could tell he wasn’t happy about it.

      Heading back toward the shop, her eye was once again caught by a flash of someone running, who disappeared into the alley between two of the shops down the side street. Uncertain if she should chase the elusive Brenda or talk to Ruby, she decided to go back inside the shop. Even if she found Brenda, she had no reason to believe her suspicions were correct.

      Only Ruby could confirm it.

      “Ruby?” Sherry said when she re-entered the shop. “We need to talk.”

      Ruby looked up from pouring more tea for Brenda’s mom. Coloring slightly, she nodded. Sherry followed Ruby to the back of the store. They pulled the storage area curtain closed. Ruby held up a hand before Sherry could speak.

      “I know what you’re going to say, and I’m not sure how it happened.”

      “So, it’s true?” Sherry went pale. “I think I just saw Brenda outside, but I couldn’t see her very well, because she was running too fast. What did you put in the bottle she sniffed earlier?”

      “Well,” Ruby said, “a little loveroot, some peppermint, and a bit of mistletoe. And then a bit more mistletoe. That last bit of mistletoe was an accident. The wind . . .”

      Sherry said, “I don’t understand. Why did you use mistletoe? Isn’t that toxic?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not always. Mistletoe is actually a very healthy herb additive. Sometimes mistletoe is used in medications for cancer or diabetes. Or it might be used to calm people down and help them sleep or keep them from snoring. Did you know there are over thirteen hundred varieties of mistletoe? I use the American kind that is less toxic than the usual one sold in Europe.”

      “All very interesting,” Sherry said, “but I’m confused about what is going on right now with Rusty . . . and with Brenda, of course.”

      “Yes, me too,” whispered Ruby. “I’m not sure how it happened, but somehow the mistletoe changed the properties of the harmless potion I sold to Brenda. I think when she sniffed it, she caused some kind of shift in dimensional ley lines and . . . I’m not sure about this, but I think she and Rusty changed places, sort of.”

      “What do you mean, sort of?”

      Just then, Sherry’s phone buzzed. “Hey, babe,” Sherry whispered, “what’s the matter? I’m talking to Ruby right now, trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Uh, okay, thanks. Can you tell me where the band-aids are? I cut my finger opening a can of soup, and I’m bleeding.”

      “Wait, you’re bleeding? Didn’t you heal yourself?”

      “No.” Rusty swore. “By the moon, that hurts!” This was followed by a sucking noise as he tried to staunch the bleeding.

      “The band-aids are under the bathroom sink,” Sherry said to him. “I’ll call you back.” Her eyes locked on Ruby’s. “Ruby, he can’t heal himself. We have a big problem.”

      “Brenda’s here,” Cecelia said from the doorway. Sherry and Ruby leapt up and ran to the other room.

      Brenda was in tears. “Look at me,” she said, terrified. “What’s wrong with me?”

      “Brenda,” said her sister leaping to her feet, “thank God you are okay.”

      Brenda ignored her sister, looking to Ruby and Sherry with a panicked expression on her face.

      “I have to go,” Brenda suddenly exclaimed. She raced out the door and was gone before anyone could stop her.

      “I’ll follow her,” Cecelia said.

      Ruby and Sherry nodded.

      Brenda’s sister started crying again. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Here, dear,” Ruby said with a sweet smile, “have some more tea.”

      Sherry watched Ruby slip a little something into the tea and in a minute Brenda’s sister was yawning and saying she was tired and needed to get back to the Whisper Falls Inn.

      Sherry watched her go, a little wobbly, as if drunk. Turning to Ruby she asked, “Is she okay to get there on her own?”

      “Oh yes,” Ruby said. “I only gave her a drop. It will just let her sleep until this is all over.”

      “And when will it? Be all over, I mean? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure,” Ruby said honestly. “I’ve made that potion before a hundred times and never had this kind of reaction. I think the extra mistletoe caused the problem, but I don’t understand how it could have. I’m not sure how to remove it.”

      “Maybe it’s time to call Rose?”

      Ruby sighed. Calling her daughter meant admitting defeat. “No, not yet. Let me find the Book of Ancient Spells. It’s around here somewhere. I’m sure this has happened before to some other witch. I couldn’t possibly be the only one.”

      “Ruby,” said Sherry, thinking of poor Rusty without his supernatural powers and how lost and anguished he’d sounded on the phone trying to deal with being human. “Will this be permanent?”

      Ruby hesitated, then reached out and squeezed her friend’s hand. “I’m not sure, but I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      Twenty minutes later, both women had to admit defeat. The ancient spell book was nowhere in the shop. They’d looked everywhere. Sherry wasn’t sure how she was going to explain to Rusty what was about to happen to him. Being human was not something he would take easily. Although she would love him no matter if he was human or supernatural, Sherry knew his ancient heritage was something he was proud of.

      If they couldn’t figure this out soon, she was going to call Rose no matter what Ruby wanted to do.

      And what would happen to Brenda? Due to the protections on the town, would she lose her new abilities when she left? Could she even leave? Before she could ask Ruby these questions, her eyes wandered around the shop, and she chuckled.

      “Ruby, is that the book you’re looking for?”

      She pointed to the chair Ruby was sitting on. One of the legs was propped up with a thin tome keeping the chair from wobbling.

      “Oh, my gosh, yes,” Ruby said blushing. Leaping off the chair, she grabbed the book and slammed it on the table. Outside, the daylight was fading, and night was waiting to claim its due.

      Before long, it would be time for the moon to own the sky. The time Rusty would normally be out patrolling the woods. They had to solve this riddle before then, or who knew what would happen.

      “Ruby?” asked Sherry, touching her friend on the wrist, stopping her from flicking through the book. “What happens if Rusty and Brenda don’t change back? Will Brenda be allowed to leave?”

      Ruby hesitated. “I’m not really sure, but I think the magic would take what it is owed. I think, and this is only speculation, but I think that Brenda will leave, and when she reaches the point where the magic shields protecting the town prevent people from remembering us, the power will be taken from her. I also think the power to shift will NOT return to Rusty, but will be absorbed into the magic around the town.”

      “By the moon,” Sherry said softly, echoing Rusty’s favorite phrase. “Rusty will be human?”

      “I don’t really know.” Ruby looked Sherry squarely in the face. “I hope it will not mean he will suffer greater consequences. He is a being of magic and power, and if he is not able to call upon that power anymore, well, I’m not sure he would remain human, either.”

      “What do you think will happen?”

      “I think he’ll go mad.”

      At Sherry’s panicked look, Ruby added quickly, “But we’re not going to let that happen.”

      The two of them scanned the book, but found nothing.

      “We are thinking about this all wrong,” Sherry said as she leaned on the counter next to Ruby.

      “What do you mean?” Ruby asked.

      “We’re thinking about this like it is a magic problem. But I think it is more like a human problem.”

      “What?” Ruby’s confusion was understandable to Sherry.

      “What if we need to treat this like a human illness? What if we treat it like Brenda has an infection? Like a cold or a virus of some kind?”

      “Go on,” Ruby said, listening intently.

      “We need to bring Brenda and Rusty to the same place at the same time,” Sherry said. “But I don’t know where she is.”

      Just then, a loud rapping sounded on the locked door to the shop. Ruby and Sherry looked over to see the two high school girls who’d been in the shop earlier, standing there with panicked looks on their faces.

      Behind them, Sherry could see four or five boys, ranging from elementary school age to high school age, reaching out for the girls with love struck expressions on their faces.

      Sherry unlocked the door and let them in, pushing the boys back outside.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you,” said the blonde. She was nearly in tears. Her jacket was ripped, and her hair streamed down her back, filled with leaves and twigs. One of the boys outside was holding her hat and smelling it while proclaiming his love for her by drawing air-hearts and blowing kisses.

      The dark-haired girl was in tears, too, but she looked a little less disheveled.

      “What’s going on?” Sherry asked them, looking from one to the other while trying to keep a straight face. She had a feeling the potion had reacted a little more potently than they’d been expecting. So much for middle school Harry Potter magic.

      “This!” said the blond girl, thrusting the nearly empty bottle in Sherry’s face.

      Sherry laughed outright. “I guess the potion really does work, or maybe you are just too charming for them to resist you?”

      The blonde burst into tears, her hands covering her face. Sherry noticed her nails were a little broken and dirty as if she’d been digging in mud.

      Looking over at the other girl, Sherry smiled. “What do you need?”

      “We need this to stop working!” said the blond girl quickly, nose to nose with Sherry. “I want my life back.”

      “Don’t you want to be adored by everyone? I thought that’s why you bought the potion?”

      “It was a joke!” the blonde said. “I didn’t know it would really work.”

      “It might wear off in about two hours, once the moon rises,” interrupted Ruby. She took the bottle from the girl and said, “If I get the boys to leave you alone sooner, will you do me a favor?”

      Sherry looked over at Ruby, who winked at her.

      “There’s a woman running around town named Brenda. She has brownish-blonde hair. You can’t miss her. She looks very confused. If you can find her and bring her back here, I will give you the antidote to get these boys to leave you alone.”

      “Promise?” asked the blonde.

      “Yep,” said Ruby.

      “Me, too?” asked the brunette in a squeaky voice.

      “Yep.” Ruby nodded. “Get the boys to help you. Tell them you’ll give a kiss to the boy who finds her and brings her to you.”

      “I don’t want to kiss any of them,” the blonde wailed.

      “By the time you get her back here and the dust settles,” Ruby soothed her, “the moon will be up, and the spell will be broken. I think. But just to be sure, bring the lady back here as soon as you can.”

      The two girls looked at each other.

      “This has been the weirdest vacation ever,” the blonde said before squaring her shoulders and heading toward the door. “I can’t wait until I get out of this place. I am never coming back.”

      In a few minutes, after she explained the deal, the boys separated and went in search of Brenda.

      Sherry called Rusty to come to the shop.

      “Now what?” she asked Ruby as she hung up the phone.

      “Now, we wait,” Ruby said, “and you tell me more about this theory of yours.”

      Sherry picked up her phone and said, “Now it’s time for me to do research. You have your spell books, and I have Google. Between them we should be able to figure this out.”

      A half-hour later, the last of the sun was spreading its golden light across the town when Rusty showed up in his beat-up truck. Sherry’s heart broke at the sight of Rusty’s slumping shoulders and slow steps. He was hurting, and she had a feeling it wasn’t just from the changes to his body from the spell.

      “Rusty,” Sherry said. She rushed over to him and put her arms around his waist and squeezed. Leaning in, she kissed his cheek and held his face so that he looked into her eyes. His color was gray. He looked ancient instead of the vibrant, virile man she knew and loved.

      Holding Rusty’s arm, Sherry felt him trembling and knew he was barely holding it together. His body, used to changing into his wolf form as the moon rose, was struggling to accept his new normal.

      He was feverish and shivered more violently as the minutes passed.

      Ruby handed him a cup of tea, and he accepted it gratefully. Sherry once again caught a whiff of peppermint. Perfect for the season. Hopefully, it would also calm him down.

      Cecelia entered the shop a few minutes later. With a shake of her head, she admitted she hadn’t been able to track Brenda down.

      “I flew over every place I thought she might be, but didn’t catch sight of her.”

      Sherry squeezed the angel’s arm and thanked her for trying.

      “So, what is the plan, Sherry?” asked Cece. She was also sipping tea, but Sherry smelled the spicy scent of cinnamon coming from her friend’s cup.

      Sherry hesitated, gathering her thoughts. “Brenda and Rusty need to reverse the effects of Ruby’s potion. I think the addition Ruby and I made to the spell will be all we need to get everyone back to normal. Ruby, do you have the ingredients ready?”

      Ruby nodded. She pulled a small bottle from her pocket.

      Sherry squeezed Rusty’s shoulder. “Hang in there, darling, we’ll have you back to normal soon.”

      Ruby nodded. “I’m ready. We just need her to come back. Where are those silly girls?”

      The music had changed to “Hallelujah” just as the two girls tumbled through the door, dragging a half-changed Brenda into the room with them. Brenda was snarling, and her face had elongated into a canine-human mash-up of what Rusty became naturally.

      “Thank you, girls. Now leave, quickly!” Ruby shooed them from the room.

      Cecelia joined Ruby at the door, stopping Brenda, or the thing that used to be Brenda, from escaping.

      Realizing she couldn’t get through the door, Brenda whirled around and headed for the picture window, but Cecelia got there first. The two girls screamed and ran from the shop, closing the door quickly behind them as they fled.

      “Ruby, get the potion to her quickly!”

      Ruby headed toward Brenda, the bottle in her hand.

      Brenda bared her teeth, twisting her head as the moon began its nightly rise. Snarling, Brenda tried to break free of Cecilia’s hold, but the angel didn’t release the woman.

      Rusty rose, his hands outstretched, and Sherry had to set him back down in the seat. “Stay here, my love. Keep your eyes on hers, don’t close them, don’t look away. You must be looking at her when it’s time. Please.”

      Rusty glanced over at Sherry. She could see pain and confusion in his eyes, but also trust. Nodding his head, he turned to look at Brenda.

      Sherry spoke to the other women, ignoring Brenda’s attempts to escape Cecelia’s hold. Sherry was grateful for the angel’s physical strength.

      “When Brenda smells the antidote, we cannot let her look at us,” Sherry told Ruby and Cecelia. “She can only look at Rusty. If she looks at any of us, the spell will be broken, and Rusty will never get back to his normal self. You understand? We have one shot at this.”

      The other two women nodded. Cecelia’s lips were pressed tightly together as she focused her strength on keeping Brenda from escaping. Ruby advanced toward Brenda, the bottle firmly in her grip.

      The moon, its silvery light stretching out in fingers of fate, threatened to take from her the love of her life, and Sherry took a deep breath before saying to Ruby, “Open the bottle now and place it under her nose.”

      Brenda, sensing something was about to change, twisted her head away, turned so she could not catch a whiff of the bottle Ruby had uncorked.

      “No!” Sherry wailed. Leaping forward with her eyes averted from Brenda’s, Sherry grabbed the woman’s face, forcing Brenda toward the bottle Ruby held.

      For an instant, as the moon’s light flooded the shop, Sherry feared they’d been too late.

      Then, as if someone had pulled the air from the room, Sherry felt her stomach contract.

      Brenda’s voice shouted out in triumph as the air in the room returned to normal. Rusty groaned then howled.

      Sherry’s eyes flew open as she released Brenda, who slumped against Cecelia. The angel lowered the unconscious woman to the floor.

      Brenda looked ghastly, and Ruby poured out a cup of the healing tea. Picking up Brenda as if she weighed no more than a feather, Rusty set her in a nearby chair and stepped away.

      “I have to go,” he said to Sherry apologetically.

      Knowing he needed to shift, she nodded. Looking up, she noticed the two were standing under a small sprig of mistletoe. With a smile, she raised an eyebrow. Catching her drift, Rusty looked up and chuckled.

      “I think we’ll save the next kiss for anywhere except near mistletoe. That darn plant has caused enough trouble today.”

      And then he was gone, and Sherry smiled to hear his joyous howl as he raced for his beloved woods.

      “I agree, Brenda, let’s get that blue scarf for our cousin Edna. It will match her eyes. I’ll see you back at the inn in an hour? The bus leaves then, so don’t be late.”

      “I won’t be late,” Brenda assured her sister. Brenda and her sister gazed into each other’s eyes with warmth that had not been evident earlier in their trip. Since Fred had left in a huff two days ago, the women had spent a lot of time renewing their relationship, and Sherry was happy to see them talking to each other in such a friendly way.

      Brenda nodded and smiled when she caught Sherry’s eye. The two of them were going to have coffee before Brenda left Havenwood Falls.

      Snow was gently falling, and Sherry raised her face in greeting. Sticking out her tongue like she was still a child, she caught the cool flakes on her tongue and sighed in contentment. Brenda, laughing, did the same.

      “I’m going to miss Havenwood Falls,” she said with a sad smile.

      “I think Havenwood Falls is going to miss you, too,” Sherry said, squeezing her new friend’s arm. “What do you want? Some mistletoe tea?”

      Brenda made a face, shivering in memory, and the two women laughed.

      “Thank you,” Brenda said as she held out a small, brightly wrapped gift for Sherry.

      “What’s this for?” Sherry asked in surprise as she accepted the gift. “I don’t have anything for you.”

      “You already gave me a gift,” Brenda said mysteriously. “My sister and I are now very happy together, and her annoying boyfriend Fred is gone. Turns out he was wanted for romancing women and stealing all their money. I don’t think we’ll be seeing him again.”

      “Havenwood Falls strikes again,” Sherry mumbled as she walked with Brenda to the Whisper Falls Inn. Sherry watched the two sisters board the bus arm in arm. She was sad at the idea that Brenda would not remember anything of what happened here, but glad the two siblings were connecting like never before.

      She could only hope it would be the start of something wonderful for the sisters. Reaching into her pocket, Sherry pulled out Brenda’s gift.

      Laughing, she closed her hand around the tiny sprig of mistletoe, its fragrance strong as she crushed it in her hand. She unfolded the note and read,

      Thank you. I’ll never forget my time in Havenwood Falls.

      Brenda

      She was still reading the note when she heard a truck pull up to the curb. A door slammed, and then Rusty was standing beside her.

      “Hey beautiful, ready to go home?”

      Stepping closer, Sherry held the mistletoe over their heads and whispered against his lips, “I am now.”
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        * * *

      

      Want more Sherry and Rusty? Read Old Wounds (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Susan Burdorf.
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            Suspending Valentine’s

          

          By Kallie Ross

        

      

    

    
      My car zigzagged through a maze of white lines at the back of the Havenwood Falls High parking lot. We’d arrived early, but I never took a chance with the Stingray. Due to winter’s freezing temperatures, puffs of gray exhaust marked the cars still running. Students typically avoided being at school early, so most made a habit of congregating in their SUVs and smart cars, like clowns in the circus, until the first bell rang.

      As I turned into my usual parking spot, a red, heart-shaped box slid across the dashboard.

      “You’re gonna make me look bad, Tarron,” Bale huffed from the passenger seat. “I mean, if you have chocolates and clues and grand gestures planned for your first Valentine’s Day with Willa, how are you going to outdo yourself next year? You should play it cool and take it slow, like me and Scarlet.”

      He unbuckled his seat belt and patted me on the shoulder. “Trust me.”

      As I pulled myself out of the driver’s seat, I grabbed the chocolates and shook my head. Bale still struggled with putting a label on what he and Scarlet had, but everyone else knew they were a couple. He hadn’t opened up about it much, but I had a feeling Scarlet was the one who wanted to keep things casual.

      “I’m not doing that much. I just have a plan—chocolates delivered during second period, chocolate milkshake at lunch, and a card with a final clue leading her to the gazebo after school,” I listed in a monotone voice and waved away Bale’s concern.

      I opened the trunk and pulled out my backpack, quickly shoving the chocolates out of sight. They needed to be a surprise for my plan to work.

      “Dude, that first month she didn’t even like you.” Bale grinned and headed for the main entrance.

      Bale didn’t have a clue how much Willa had liked me and how much I’d liked her, from the moment she stepped up to our lunch table on the first day of school. I could have done without her twin brother, Kase, being so protective, but he and I hadn’t even gotten along when we played on the same football team.

      The hardest part of falling for Willa Kasun was the urge to use my elven charm with her when we first met. The previous year I’d come into that side of my power and abused its effect on others. I had manipulated players on the football field, talked my way out of bad grades, and stooped to convincing my mother that I had it under control.

      I’d found a way to fit in, but felt more lonely than ever before. Lies have a way of isolating you.

      When my dad, also an elven fae, was home between business trips long enough to notice the fog my mother was in when he asked about me, things changed. My mom, a witch, had never been so disappointed in me. I had never been so disgusted with myself. My father took some time off work, and I’d been grounded for the foreseeable future.

      I’d spent so much time brooding, when Willa sat down next to me in the lunchroom, I’d recognized her scowl.

      Bale and I made our way to the sidewalk in front of the school’s main entrance. Two girls covered in pink and white from head to toe blocked the doorway. Above them, a painted red banner read, “Happy Valentine’s Day!”

      “Shut your mouth, liar!” Ana shouted at Maria, placing her hands on her best friends shoulders and shoving.

      Bale froze, and Maria fell in front of him into me. I instinctively lifted my hands to catch her, helping her maintain her balance. Ana’s eyes met mine, and they flashed gold. Her inner wolf. I did not want to know what Maria did to get that reaction, so I continued for the door.

      As I reached for the handle, I heard Maria say, “You’re a horrible cow! No wonder Kase dumped you! I’m canceling the secret valentine I ordered for you.”

      I looked over my shoulder to see Maria start to fold her arms over her chest, then Ana lunged toward her. My better judgement evaporated, and I slipped between them to take the blow. Ana rammed into my chest, and Maria cowered behind me.

      “I don’t want your pity! The only reason you’re getting a valentine is because I paid my little brother to order you one!” Ana retorted.

      I felt Maria’s body slam into my back, and I shifted to stiff arm both of them. Bale dodged the front doors to the school as they swung open and Mr. Friske appeared.

      “In my office now! All three of you.” The principal grasped the lapels of his sad, brown sports coat and nodded toward the door. His cropped hair didn’t budge. The man had the height of a basketball player, and the muscle mass of five year old girl. Any attempt at intimidation he’d ever made came across as a suggestion at best.

      My chin dropped. Three?

      Ana and Maria huffed. They picked up their bags and marched into the building. I glanced over at Bale, and he shrugged his shoulders. Straightening my backpack’s strap, I dragged my feet all the way to the principal’s office.

      The two girls had taken the two chairs in front of Mr. Friske’s desk. He’d stopped at his assistant’s computer and used his pointer fingers to type a short message and click send. As I made my way to stand behind Maria, Mr. Friske followed. A stack of trays behind his desk was filled with paper, and he reached without looking and pulled three half-sheets from the second tray to the top.

      “We have a strict policy on fighting at Havenwood Falls High.” Mr. Friske pushed his horn-rimmed glasses up his nose. “Suspension—”

      “Yes, sir, but—” I interrupted.

      “We are so sorry, aren’t we Maria? Tarron?” Ana said too sweetly. “It will never happen again.”

      She reached over to place her hand on Maria’s knee, and Maria crossed her legs rejecting the gesture. Ana fumbled with her hands, picking at the hem of her sweater. I took a step to stand between them.

      “I’m not—” I tried to plead my case.

      “It will happen again,” Maria blurted. “Over and over again, until you get over yourself. I am so sick of your two-faced, Regina-George-Pollyanna-Tourette’s Syndrome.” She scooted to the edge of her chair, as far from Ana as she could get.

      Ana lifted her hands in the air. “Shut up!”

      I had a horrible feeling it wouldn’t take much more before the two girls would be clawing each other’s eyes out. I hadn’t relied on my powers in months, but Ana and Maria needed to settle down or we’d all end up suspended. Supernaturals weren’t allowed to use their powers at school, but I hadn’t been caught at school last year. Other fae could clearly register fae charm, along with other supernaturals who’d been exposed to our world. I had a knack for confusing my targets by adding magical indifference. They may detect my power, but I could dull any concern they had.

      “Maria, I know you and Ana have been best friends since we were all in first grade.” I leaned toward them and set a charm-charged hand over each of their shoulders. “You two love each other.”

      My magic poured out of me with ease, and it momentarily caught me off guard. I’d been working hard to keep my charm from spilling out. I forgot how liquid it could be. Over time, I guess I’d expected my magic to grow sticky, more difficult to use.

      I hadn’t exactly pushed feelings on Ana and Maria, but my magic had been more like a belief. I manifested the charm from my mind and heart. The key was to use more mind than heart, otherwise someone could lose themselves in the emotion of the magic. I included the idea of loyalty to each other and me, to help offset any worry about why they’d felt magic. The thoughts I charmed had a tendency to wear off faster, and I only needed to get us out of Mr. Friske’s office.

      When I looked up at the principal, one of his eyebrows arched knowingly.

      “I’m sorry, Ana.” Maria turned and opened her arms up for a hug, and Ana leaned into her.

      “I’m sorry, too.” Ana’s words were muffled in Maria’s hair.

      Mr. Friske cleared his throat, but didn’t break eye contact with me. “I’m glad you girls could find it in your hearts to forgive each other, but I’m afraid our no-tolerance policy means you’ll be spending today in in-school suspension.”

      “Isn’t there another way—” Ana said.

      “No, Miss Novak.” His gray eyes finally broke contact with me, and he looked down at the two girls. “I will notify your parents, as well as Miss Horvat and Mr. Wilde’s guardians.”

      “But—” I started to argue, “I didn’t—”

      “Ladies, will you do me a favor and give Tarron and me a moment?” Mr. Friske pointed to the chairs in the hallway.

      They quietly gathered their things and left the room.

      “You were saying?” Mr. Friske prompted me with a frown.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “I wasn’t fighting.”

      “I know.” His chair let out a squeak as he leaned back. “And, I hadn’t planned to include you in any disciplinary action until you used your charm on school property.” He looked at me knowingly.

      My shoulders sank. “But, I was—”

      “You were using your powers on school property.” He shook his head. “I appreciate you thinking you could help, but one reason the rule is in place is to help the supernaturals on campus learn to handle difficult situations without resorting to magic. I know it’s hard to believe, but I had the situation handled.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Friske.” My head fell. Of all the days to be stuck in in-school suspension, and of all the people to be stuck there with—Ana and Maria. “Is there any way I can serve the suspension tomorrow? I’ll serve two days to make up for not serving today.”

      “It doesn’t work that way, Tarron.” Mr. Friske stood and straightened his shoulders. His tan suit exuded mediocrity, but his piercing gaze radiated strength. He lifted his arm, the sleeve of his jacket an inch too short, and pointed to the hallway. “You did the crime, and now you have to do the time.”
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        * * *

      

      “There’s no way I can pull this off now.” I complained to Bale from the classroom doorway.

      He’d followed me down the hallway, both of us a safe distance from Ana and Maria. After explaining my lapse in judgement, he chuckled to himself. I’d have laughed if I hadn’t landed myself in in-school suspension with the wolf-shifter-sisters. It couldn’t get any worse.

      “Give me the chocolates.” Bale held out his hand. “I can make sure she gets them in second period.”

      “You sure?” I started to unzip my backpack. “I know—”

      “Just hand them over before I change my mind.” He rolled his eyes.

      I pulled out the box, along with a black pen. “Let me add something to the note.”

      It currently read, “Your love for sweets will reveal several treats, including clues to where we’ll meet. Following your heart will take you back to the start!” I needed to write an explanation for what happened this morning.

      “Mr. Wilde,” a bored voice echoed through the hall. “Mr. Friske told me you’d be joining me today.”

      Bale yanked the box of chocolates out of my hand and whispered, “No time, I’m out.”

      “Saying goodbye to your sweetheart?” My old football coach teased. “You’re all mine today. Too bad it’s so cold outside, or we could settle this with sprints.”

      Ron Steele was a great football coach, but he struggled with being a decent human being. The irony of him monitoring in-school suspension wasn’t lost on me. He brushed past me as he entered the room, where Ana and Maria sat at desks, giggling about something they watched on Ana’s phone. Three rows of desks lined the center of the class, while a long table with five desktop computers stretched across the far wall.

      “What will we do in here all day?” I asked.

      “Phones away,” Coach barked at the girls, “and on silent. Today, you’ll each be writing a five-page essay on the importance of effective communication skills.”

      He turned and wrote the title on the whiteboard behind his desk. Then, using bullet points, he wrote instructions and a schedule for the day. The black marker squealed when he drew a long arrow pointing to the clock hung above the board.

      “After you’ve all finished your handwritten rough drafts, I’ll allow you to work from the computers, but you have to print and turn in your essay before you can leave school today.”

      “What about lunch?” Maria asked. “I don’t see anything about breaks on the board.”

      “Everyone will eat here. But if you planned to buy your lunch, you’ll go to the cafeteria to pick up your tray and bring it back here. In-school suspension isn’t about taking a break. You’ll also have your classwork delivered here to complete.”

      “Yes, sir,” she answered, facing her desk.

      “Now get to work,” he ordered.

      I sat down, choosing to leave an empty row of desks between myself and the girls. Tackling the essay first would mean I could leave when the last bell rang and still meet Willa, so I pulled out a few sheets of paper. As I reached for my pencil, my phone buzzed from the bottom of my bag. I looked up to find Coach Steele shaking his head in my direction.

      I’d have to check the message later.

      The bell rang, starting first period, and I began making notes. Because it was a rough draft, I didn’t even try to write legibly. Luckily, I took speech last year, so coming up with content wasn’t difficult. I used this morning’s argument between Ana and Maria as an example, leaving out my involvement. The sound of pens and pencils scratching paper helped me focus, and I’d filled three pages by the time the second-period bell rang.

      Willa would be receiving her box of chocolates soon. The day might not be as romantic as I’d planned, but I could still pull off the afternoon. We’d been through so much together, and I wanted to make the first time I said “I love you” special. Our first kiss was in the town square gazebo. I asked her to homecoming there.

      A phone buzzed. I glanced down at my bag and realized it had come from the front of the room. Coach Steele had propped his Nikes on his desk and held an open copy of a sports magazine in front of his face. He exchanged his reading material for the phone on the desk and cleared his throat. His finger slid across the screen and lifted it to his ear.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Coach asked.

      After a few seconds of silence, he burst into laughter.

      “I’m sorry.” He covered his mouth. “You’re right. It’s not funny. How can I help?”

      Coach nodded, then surveyed the room. Ana and Maria were still scribbling, and I turned to face the door to avoid eye contact. The narrow window above the doorknob didn’t reveal much, so I decided to concentrate on finishing my essay.

      “I’ll see what I can do. Mm-hm. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll call you back.”

      From the edge of my peripheral vision, I caught Coach shoving his phone in his pocket and the magazine in his blue duffle bag. The school mascot, a dragon, had been embroidered across the front of the bag, along with HFH. I’d had the same bag last year when I played on the football team.

      Without a word, he moved to the door and slipped out into the hallway. Ana looked up and over her shoulder at me, and smiled. I frowned back at her. I couldn’t imagine why she’d be smiling at me, unless it was a sneer. No, I was familiar with her sneer.

      “Do you think he’s coming back?” she asked.

      “Of course,” I answered, “they wouldn’t leave us in here without a teacher to torture us. It’s our punishment.”

      “Why are you even in here?” Maria chimed in with a tilt of her head. “You weren’t fighting.”

      I knew revealing the truth wasn’t a good idea. And, if Ana had really been smiling at me, the charm I’d shared hadn’t worn off. I’d have to make something up.

      “I—“

      “Tarron,” Ms. Bast called from the doorway. The history teacher’s classroom was located across the hall. “Ladies.” She nodded in their direction. “Mr. Steele had an emergency, so I’ll be popping in every few minutes to check on you until he returns.”

      “Is Coach okay?”

      Ms. Bast smiled reassuringly and glanced at her watch. “Everything is fine. I hope I don’t have to worry about you three misbehaving.”

      “Of course not, Ms. Bast,” Ana said. “We have essays to finish.” She began writing again.

      Ms. Bast slid her reading glasses down to the end of her nose and squinted at Ana. Then she looked over at me. Her sensible flats, pencil skirt, and cardigan weren’t fooling anyone. She may have looked the part of an academic, she might have even been one, but she had to have been a supernatural. Our history teacher was the newest addition to faculty, and she never missed anything. Especially regarding the supernatural students.

      “We’ll be good,” I added.

      After she left the room, leaving the door open, Ana leaned forward and pulled her phone out of her bag. She tapped and scrolled for a few seconds then peered over her shoulder at me.

      “What happened to finishing your essay?” I asked.

      “Don’t judge.” She turned back to her screen. “You know you want to check that text from earlier.”

      Ana was right. My phone had buzzed, and if it was Willa, I needed to give her some sort of explanation for landing in in-school suspension. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be too disappointed.

      I reached for my phone, rummaging around my notebook until I found it. Recognizing my thumbprint, the screen lit and three bubbles appeared. I had messages from Bale, Willa, and my father.

      “Crap.”

      The first part of my dad’s message said something about coming home right after school, so I avoided opening it. At this point, it would be easier to ask forgiveness than permission. Willa’s text had been lined with hearts, and probably said happy Valentine’s Day. The last on the list, but the first to be sent, was Bale’s message. It read, Scarlet will deliver chocolate shake, need clue.

      I quickly swiped my finger across his bubble and my thumbs went to work. More of what you love...enjoy this sugar buzz! Let your heart guide you after school, but wear your coat, it will be cool!

      I hit send. Then I typed, I have one last clue, and I’ll get it to you after lunch.

      Ana cleared her throat, and when I glanced up at her, she’d turned her attention to Ms. Bast. With both hands on her hips, our teacher moved from the doorway to stand between us. She held out her hands, palms facing up.

      “I’ll take those.”

      “But—” Ana started, but Ms. Bast shook her head, immediately shutting down any excuse Ana had thought of.

      I tapped send with my finger and used my thumb to lock the screen, then handed the phone over. Ana’s hand stuttered mid-air, but after Ms. Bast pressed her lips into a straight line, Ana relented.

      “You can have these back at the end of the day.” She turned and made her exit. And, from the hallway, we heard her sing, “I’ll be back.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair, and rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t have a way to send Bale the last clue before school let out. My best bet would be to finish the essay and try to beat Willa to the school parking lot after school. Picking up my pencil, I scribbled a few more sentences.

      Before I knew it, I was writing my conclusion paragraph, and the bell signaling lunch rang. The hallway filled with students and yelling and laughter and locker doors slamming. The teenagers and noise came and went.

      Ana stood up and walked to the doorway. “Ms. Bast?” she asked out into the void. “Can I go buy my lunch?”

      “Hey, I need to buy mine, too.” I stood.

      Ana waved me over. As I approached, I glanced back at Maria. She’d already pulled a thermos out of her backpack and had started unzipping her lunch box.

      “Go on,” I heard Ms. Bast say from her classroom.

      Ana didn’t wait for any other directions, or me. She’d made it halfway down the hallway before I followed. I used the six inches of height I had on her to catch up, and then met her stride.

      “What’s the rush?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” She lifted her chin and pursed her lips.

      Her short, vague answer made me wonder if my charm had worn off. We made our way to the lunchroom, but instead of walking to the main entrance, Ana used a side door opening at the food counter. Steam rose from the silver pans filled with French fries, chicken patties, and buns. Ana stepped up to a stack of trays and went through the motions of gathering her silverware. Almost everyone else had cleared the area, but a few stragglers were grabbing bags of chips and ice cream from the snack line.

      After pulling my tray, I stepped forward without looking and bumped into Ana. She’d frozen in place, staring ahead at a few guys we both recognized. Kase, Willa’s twin and Ana’s ex-boyfriend, had made eye contact with Ana. She and Kase had never brought out any good in each other, and until Kase’s recent interest in our friend Elle, I didn’t believe there was anything redeeming about either of them.

      The way Ana’s morale had crumbled at the sight of Kase almost made me feel sorry for her.

      “Hey, Kase,” I said, hoping to pop the awkward bubble between them.

      “Hey.” He nodded.

      “Do you mind getting a message to your sister for me?” I asked.

      “Not at all.” Kase raised his eyebrows, waiting for me.

      “Just tell her I’m sorry.” My shoulders rounded. All of a sudden, I felt so defeated.

      “No problem.” Kase attempted a smile, but when he glanced back at Ana the corners of his mouth turned down. “I know you had something to do with this, Ana. If I find out it was on purpose, to get back at me or Willa, you’ll be the one who’s sorry,” he added harshly.

      Ana’s eyes welled up with moisture, becoming glassy. I thought she was about to cry when she abruptly threw her arm over my shoulder. I guess my charm still lingered in her. Kase looked at me, then back at her in confusion.

      “There isn’t any bad blood between me and Wilde. Is there, Tarron?” She squeezed my neck as she pulled me closer.

      “Uh—” I couldn’t find any words.

      “I mean, just because Mr. Friske suspended us doesn’t mean he’s suspending Valentine’s Day. I feel so bad about the whole thing. I’m helping Tarron with a surprise for Willa to make it up to them. Right, Tarron?” she asked in a too sweet voice.

      “Uh—” My mouth hung open.

      “Well, that’s awesome.” Kase nodded, sounding skeptical. “I’ll see you guys around.” He turned and headed for the cashier.

      Ana went back to the food counter and filled her tray. I twisted my lips, not sure I wanted to acknowledge the conversation I’d heard. She obviously wanted to make a good impression on Kase. Everyone knew she was upset when he’d dumped her, and it had only gotten worse when Kase started hanging out with Elle.

      Ana had spent most school days holding her nose so high in the air, she pretended the rest of us didn’t exist. Now, I understood that was all a front. The girl still had it bad for Kase. Much of the junior class had a crush on the varsity quarterback. It was too bad the one girl he’d been spending most of his time with, Elle, didn’t seem to return his feelings.

      Maybe Ana thought she still had a chance with Kase.

      In silence, following Ana, I piled food on my tray and then recited my account number to the cashier. Willa, Bale, Scarlet, and Elle sat across the cafeteria at our regular table. As if she’d felt my eyes on her, Willa looked up and saw me. She raised a styrofoam cup toward me and smiled.

      Scarlet had delivered her chocolate shake from the Burger Bar. Willa and I had gone there on our first date. She might argue we hadn’t officially been together at the time, but I’d made up my mind I didn’t want to be with anyone else.

      “Thanks,” Ana said softly. She placed her hand on my bicep and squeezed, then propped herself on her toes and pecked me on the cheek.

      “Whoa!” I backed away. “For what?” I eyed her suspiciously.

      “For not outing me to Kase.” She walked away, heading for the exit.

      When I looked back to wave goodbye to Willa, she was walking out of the room with Scarlet close behind. My eyes darted to Bale, and he had his head in his hands. Something had gone seriously wrong. She must have seen Ana kiss me.

      Everything in me wanted to go find Willa, but if Ana went to class without me, Ms. Bast might tell Coach Steele, or worse, Mr. Friske. The last thing I needed was another day of in-school suspension. I needed to type my essay, get my phone back, and find Willa.

      When I arrived back at the classroom, Ms. Bast was sitting at Mr. Steele’s desk, sipping a cup of coffee, Ana had settled into her seat, and Maria was nibbling on a crispy treat. I scarfed down my chicken sandwich, while the three discussed the commercialism of Valentine’s Day.

      “I hate to interrupt, but is it okay if I move to one of the computers and start typing my paper?” I asked Ms. Bast.

      “Sure,” she answered. “The bell will be ringing any minute. If Coach Steele doesn’t get back right after lunch, I’ll spend my off period grading papers in here. Girls, how close are you to finishing your rough drafts?”

      Maria answered first. “I’m almost finished.”

      “I’m ready to start typing mine,” Ana said.

      “Sounds good. Let’s make sure you all stay on task. We don’t want to be here all afternoon.” Ms. Bast tapped her watch. “I’ll be right back.”

      I grabbed my paper and sat at the computer closest to the back wall. With a nudge of the mouse, the screen lit up, asking for my login information. I started typing, and Ana sat down at the computer next to me. She set her paper down and her fingernails tapped against the keys on the keyboard. Behind us, I heard Ms. Bast settle in at Coach Steele’s desk.

      The bell rang. The hall filled and emptied. And I fell into a rhythm as I transcribed my rough draft. If I could finish my essay in the next hour, I’d be able to use the last hour of school to figure out a way to convince my parents to let me go out with Willa tonight. I’d also need to come up with an explanation that wouldn’t make me sound like I was using my powers for selfish gain, even though I technically had.

      Being part elven fae, there were stereotypes I’d grown up with, like they couldn’t be trusted or they were always trying to trick people. I’d always thought the witch part of me had been stronger, until my charm developed. One day, my voice was breaking, and the next, I could convince anyone of anything. I was careful not to overuse my power, manipulate others, and I didn’t want Willa or my parents to think I’d reverted back to that way of life.

      “Tarron, Ana, Maria,” Ms. Bast said, “I’m heading back to my room for fifth period. I’ll return to check on you every few minutes, but Principal Friske will be taking over during the last period of the day. When you’re finished typing, you can print your papers on the Canon printer here.”

      She pressed a button on the front of a gray box, next to the Coach’s desk, and the machine whirred to life. Tucking a red pen behind her ear, she scooped up her files and left for her classroom. I looked over at Ana, and she shrugged and started typing again. Maria soon joined us at the wall of computers, and her keystrokes were twice as fast as my own.

      After the bell rang, Ana turned to face me. I tried to ignore her and keep typing, but she wouldn’t stop staring. My fingers paused on the center row of keys.

      “What?” I asked.

      “So, I told Kase I was helping you surprise Willa,” she answered.

      “And?” I gritted my teeth. I needed to finish this essay.

      “I don’t want to be a liar,” she confessed. “So, what can I do? To help?”

      With a glance at her screen, I knew she’d finished her assignment, because the print icon flashed in the corner.

      “Why?” I squinted at her, trying to find a flaw with her reasoning.

      She wove her fingers together and popped one of her knuckles. “I told you.”

      “But, you’ve never cared about lying to me or Willa before.” He narrowed his eyes.

      She flinched. “Since Willa shifted, she’s been my pack’s alpha, my alpha, even if her dad is filling in until she’s ready. Whether you believe me or not, I want to try to make amends.”

      “I don’t know if I believe you, but—”

      “But, you should let me help you because I have a great idea.” Ana smiled her brightest and clapped her hands together.

      Maria’s fingers froze, and she perked up. “Ooo...I want in.”

      “I don’t know.” I waved my hands in the air.

      “At least tell me what you’re working on. At the least, I can help fine tune your idea.”

      “Bale already gave her the chocolates I bought her, and Scarlet made sure she had a chocolate shake from Burger Bar. I think the last part is a wash, since I’ll probably be spending the rest of my life grounded.” I leaned forward and rested my forehead in my palms.

      “So, is the theme chocolate?” Maria asked.

      “No,” I cringed. I didn’t want Ana and Maria to know how I felt before I told Willa. “It, um, has to do with our first date. My endgame is the gazebo in town square. It’s where—” I covered my mouth and coughed, “wehadourfirstkiss.”

      “That’s sweet,” Maria said dreamily.

      “Are you going to have a picnic?” Ana asked. “How’s she supposed to know to meet you there?”

      “Well, I left two clues with the earlier gifts, but I had planned to spell it out in a card in her locker. The problem is, I’m stuck in in-school suspension.” I rolled my eyes.

      Ana crossed her arms over her chest. “I can’t do anything about the suspension, but I think we can do better than a card in Willa’s locker. You finish that essay, and I’ll get started,” she ordered curtly.

      She swiveled in her chair and used the mouse to navigate her web browser. Pulling up a page of illustrated hearts, in all colors and sizes, she clicked print. After printing four hearts she looked over at me.

      “Get busy.” She nodded in the direction of my computer.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Maria and I typed while Ana printed and cut out hearts. Ms. Bast came back to check on us once more, but never caught Ana with the hearts. She’d slipped them into her backpack and thrown the scraps away in the trash can at the back of the room.

      When the last hour of school began, Mr. Friske arrived. Maria and I had finished our essays, and we’d placed them on the coach’s desk with Ana’s. We all diverted our attention to assignments from the classes we missed while the principal read our papers. A few minutes before the last bell rang, Mr. Friske explained he’d have to leave early to help with directing traffic in the parking lot.

      From the doorway, Mr. Friske buttoned his tan jacket and added, “I enjoyed reading each of your essays, and I think I can safely say you’ve each learned a valuable lesson. When the final bell rings, your suspension is officially over.”

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. Three minutes until the bell. I had to write the last clue on one of the hearts, grab my phone from Ms. Bast, find Willa and deliver the hearts, pick up flowers, race to the gazebo, and try to have a civil conversation with my dad before Willa arrived.

      “Okay, I need the hearts.” I held my hand out to Ana.

      She reached inside her bag and pulled out a stack of red hearts. There had to be twenty, and then she reached for more. Twenty more hearts, all in different shades of pink, were dropped on my desk. I pulled out a black marker and shuffled through the red and pink to find the largest heart. A few of them already had swirly writing on them. One read, ...kisses are better fate than wisdom…~E.E. Cummings.

      “Why did you cut so many? And where did you get all of the romantic quotes?” I asked Ana.

      “I thought you could hang them in the gazebo,” she answered. “If you want, I’ll go hang them right after school.”

      I heard the sound of a camera snapping a picture, and found Maria pointing her phone at us. “This is totally going on Instagram.”

      “I don’t think—” I shook my head.

      Maria started tapping on her screen. “I won’t tag you or anything, it’s mainly of the hearts.”

      Ana cleared her throat. “We’ll both help, right, Maria?”

      Maria’s eyes widened, but after a stern glare from Ana she nodded. I had the urge to ask what Ana’s motives were, but didn’t have the time to hear her out. So, I set my mind to writing out Willa’s clue.

      I hope you’ll be my Valentine, and meet me where we kissed the first time.

      The bell rang, and I made a split second decision. “You can help.” I handed the stack of hearts back to Ana, and shoved the one with the clue in my bag. Jumping out of my chair, I ran to the exit. “Thank you,” I shouted.

      Students had already flooded the hallway, and I wove my way around them to reach Ms. Bast’s room. She was waiting in her doorway with my phone in hand. I took it from her with a smile and turned to find Willa. Her locker was in the hall perpendicular the one I was in, but she would have already been heading for the parking lot.

      Stepping out into the frigid air, I searched for Willa in the crowd. It was Scarlet’s red hair I spotted first, and I knew Willa would be close. When I finally saw her, she was rubbing her red, puffy eyes.

      “Willa!” I shout over a group of guys between us. “Willa, I need to talk to you.”

      She turned toward the parking lot, away from me, and bolted. She had to have heard me, but instead of answering me or meeting me halfway, she hightailed it to Scarlet’s car.

      “I have your final clue, Willa, please wait!” I was gaining ground, and the closer I came to her, the more consuming my worry became.

      She paused at the passenger side door and faced me. “I got your final clue on Instagram.”

      “What?” I furrowed my brows in confusion.

      “I saw Ana hanging all over you at lunch, and Kase gave me your message.” She propped a hand on her hip. “I’m sorry, too.”

      “You’ve got this all wrong!” I pleaded. “Bale should have given you the chocolates, and I saw you with the milkshake. I’ve been planning this surprise for days.”

      “I didn’t believe it at first, I didn’t want to, but then I saw the post on Instagram.”

      “I have no idea what was posted, but—” I reached into my bag and pulled out the paper heart. “If you don’t believe me, read this.”

      “If that’s one of the valentines you made Ana—”

      “Ana helped me make them for you,” I interrupted. “I know it sounds crazy, but what you’re thinking is crazier. I’ll explain everything if you meet me at the gazebo in thirty minutes.”

      Willa started to tear up again. I hated to see her cry, and all I wanted to do was wrap my arms around her and tell her I loved her. A few students had stopped around us, and I couldn’t make a spectacle of our misunderstanding. It would only make things worse.

      “I’ll see you soon.” I gave her a half smile and walked past her to my car at the back of the lot.

      Once in my car, I pulled out my phone to check my messages. Willa had texted three more times, the clue I’d meant to send Bale hadn’t sent, and my dad had sent two more messages and called a few times without leaving a voicemail. After tossing the phone on top of my backpack in the passenger seat, I revved the engine and drove to Havenwood Falls’ town square.

      Eventually, I’d have to call my dad back, but if I didn’t straighten things out with Willa first, I might not see her for a month. I parked in front of the Kasun family outdoor supply store, Backwoods, and ran a block over to Fairy Tale Florists. I’d ordered flowers weeks ago from the shop, but is was run from an old Victorian house off the square. Once I had the peonies, I picked up Willa’s favorite coffee from Coffee Haven.

      Hands full, I balanced everything as I crossed the lawn and past the fountain to the gazebo, where Ana and Maria were hanging dozens of hearts. The pair had also added a red picnic blanket and basket. The decorations were better than anything I could have imagined.

      “This looks amazing.” I set the peonies on the blanket and the coffee on top of the basket. “What’s all of this?”

      “I didn’t know if you had dinner plans, so we stopped at the Burger Bar. It’s not much, but if your parents are like mine, you won’t be getting out any time soon.” Ana handed another heart to Maria, who stood on a bench and taped it to a column.

      “Yeah,” I agreed.

      Scarlet’s car turned the corner at the end of the street, and I held my breath, waiting to see if Willa was with her. I fought my fear and doubt back with hope and stepped of the gazebo. Scarlet parked, but no one got out of her car. I had no idea how Willa felt, but my feelings for her rose in my chest and carried me forward.

      I stopped about thirty feet away from her. I could see her sitting in the front seat with her hands covering her mouth. The glare on the windshield made it impossible to tell if she was happy or horrified.

      Willa finally opened her door and stepped outside and said, “I feel so stupid.”

      “Me, too, but I think if you’ll let me explain, we can figure it out together.” I held out a hand to her.

      As she moved toward me, she said, “So the chocolates, I got, but then Bale told me you got suspended for charming Ana. Then, I saw her kiss you. I didn’t know what to think.” Her words came out, rushed and confused.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I charmed Ana and Maria to apologize to each other. It didn’t have any romantic connotation. And, it seems to still be affecting them, because they wanted to help me fix things.”

      “Okay.” She took my hand in hers. “Scarlet explained the milkshake part. It seems she never got your message for me, so she acted like she got the shake to help me get over the idea of you charming Ana.”

      Willa slapped her palm to her forehead.

      “Don’t do that.” I pulled her hand down and kissed her palm. “I thought about what you saw in the cafeteria, and it makes sense. You didn’t hear Ana trying to impress your brother, and using us to do it. And, your brother’s been so annoyed with her lately, I can imagine how my message for you sounded.”

      “I could smack him.” Willa smiled.

      By the time we’d made it back to the gazebo, Ana and Maria had disappeared. There were passersby trying to get a look at what was going on, but I’d reserved the spot with the help of Willa’s older brother, Tate. Dating the sheriff’s daughter had its perks.

      I guided Willa to sit on the blanket and sat down next to her. She examined the decorations. I gave her some time to take in the quotes and flowers and coffee.

      “You did all this for me?” she asked.

      “I had some help,” I admitted, “but I’m glad they’re gone. When my charm wears off, they will be at each other’s throats again.” I stepped in front of Willa to face her. “To be honest, I’d do anything for you. I asked you here because this is the place we first kissed and it’s where you said you’d be my homecoming date. We have good memories here, but I also think of it as a lucky spot, because I never thought I’d be so fortunate. I figured I’d try my luck again.”

      She tilted her head slightly.

      I took a deep breath and made eye contact.

      “I love you, Willa Kasun,” I exhaled.

      She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around me. Nose to nose, she whispered, “I love you, too.” And she pressed her lips to mine.
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        * * *

      

      Read more about Tarron and Willa in Written in the Stars (A Havenwood Falls High Novella) by Kallie Ross. You can read about Willa’s brother Tate in Defying Gravity (A Havenwood Falls Novella) and about their mom and dad in A Pack of Lies (A Legends of Havenwood Falls Novella) both by Kallie Ross.
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            Nina & Mat

          

          By T.V. Hahn

        

      

    

    
      The dark-haired Italian beauty meticulously painted swirling yellow hearts on the red velvet skirt, while her dear friend Teeny Weeny Tahini, the four foot five palm-reader and potion mixer, refilled the paint pot infused with her fae magic.

      “So, Nina, you seem so pensive, almost morose. What’s going on?” Teeny asked the young seamstress-artist.

      “I should not be speaking of these things with you, being that Mat is your kin,” Nina replied.

      “But you are my friend, and that makes us kin, too. Remember, that’s why I picked yellow for the hearts. It’s the color of friendship and all the people I love are my friends. So spit it out,” Teeny prompted.

      “Mat’s a sweet guy, and I am very fond of him, but I think we are maybe going too fast. He’s young and inexperienced,” Nina said. She hesitated for a moment. “I don’t want to break his heart.”

      Teeny Weeny had just carried the paint pot back to their work table when Nina had spilled out that last sentence, and it caused Teeny such a jolt that the yellow paint spilled out on the velvety canvas at almost the same moment. The liquid splashed across one of the swirly shapes, making it appear as if it was a broken heart.

      “Oh dear, look what I’ve done! And what do you mean break his heart?”

      “I can fix the yellow heart, I will just fill it in, and some will be filled and some will be empty. Kind of like real life. But my heart is broken, and I don’t want that to spill over onto Mat.”

      “Are you talking about Antonio?”

      “How do you know about Antonio? I don’t ever think I told you about him.” The seamstress quizzed her companion.

      “I’ve been around for centuries. There isn’t much I don’t know. But I’d really like to hear your lover’s story from you.”

      Nina let out a heavy sigh and began her story.

      “Antonio was my hero. He was kind, courageous, thoughtful, talented, and extremely handsome. We were to be married on my twenty-first birthday. Which happens to be Valentine’s Day. All of Bergamo were preparing for that celebration. We had been sweethearts since grade school, and there was not a soul in town that could not imagine the two of us spending our lives together. As I said, Antonio was so very thoughtful, and he was intent on creating an ice sculpture for me for the wedding. He had sketched out a gorgeous drawing of two doves huddled together in a heart, and I could easily picture in my mind how it would look in three dimensions as it was carved into his ice block. Because he loved his mountain so much, he wanted to sculpt it from a block of ice from the mountain itself. He was courageous, and the daunting winterscape of the icy mountain did not discourage him one bit. I wish it had. This is where Antonio met his doom and I mine. As he picked away at the ice, he lost his footing and slid down the icy slope, hitting his head on a tree, and it broke his neck instantly.

      “He was the love of my life, the best thing that ever happened to me. I was so heartbroken. I just trudged through the town daily, secretly crying my heart out. After a couple of years, my family and friends wanted to me to ‘come out of it’ and move on. Find another. Love again. I did not want to find another. I definitely did not want to love again. It was this constant pressure that made me leave Italy and find the solitude and refuge of Havenwood Falls.

      “I care for Mat so very much, but it is not fair to him to live in the shadow of a man I could never stop loving.”

      Nina let out another heavy sigh, then went back to filling in the swirling heart that was nearly broken.

      Teeny took a seat across the table, picked up her own paint brush, and began to fill in the other hearts, without saying a word to her friend, but letting her grief and her love fill her soul and the room they sat in.

      The two women continued their painting in friendly silence, and had just finished filling in the last heart when the standing clock in Teeny’s foyer struck midnight.

      Nina looked at the skirt and gasped. “Oh my we filled in all the hearts. We were going to leave some of them empty.”

      “No,” Teeny responded, “you were going to leave some of them empty. This is Havenwood Falls, and there should be no empty hearts in Havenwood Falls. I think you should tell Mat about Antonio. The heart is a bottomless vessel, and there is always room for more love.”

      “Maybe,” was all Nina replied as she removed her coat from the hook at the back door of Teeny’s laboratory-like kitchen and kissed her friend on both cheeks before exiting through the townhome’s backyard.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, Teeny was greeted by an early morning knock at the front door. She grabbed her housecoat, a warm fuzzy garment, and held it close to her as she opened her peep door to see whom had come to call this early.

      She eyed a large chest cloaked in a white fur jacket, and immediately knew it belonged to her nephew Mat. She unlocked the door and pushed it wide open to invite the young man into her foyer.

      Mat entered, bowing his head low to clear the doorway, and kissed his aunt on the cheek as he removed his coat, then hung it on the coatrack that stood in the foyer.

      “Good morning, Aunt Siobhan! Thought I’d have a cup of coffee with you before I go off to training with Ranger Rusty this morning.”

      Teeny Weeny waved her nephew into her kitchen and went about preparing her beloved nephew a fresh cup of coffee and a cup of tea for herself.

      “Aunt Siobhan, Nina’s birthday is coming up in a couple of weeks, and I want to give her something special. Do you have any ideas?” Mat piped up over his steaming cup of coffee.

      “Ah yes, our little Italian lover girl, whose birthday falls on Lover’s Day. I think you should find out a little more about her from her. Maybe that will give you the right idea for a gift, don’t you?”

      “You’re right, of course. That’s what I’ll do. We’re having dinner tonight, and I’ll see what I can find out. Thanks, Aunt Siobhan, you’re the best.”

      Mat finished his cup of coffee, then went to the back door, opened it wide and stepped out into the backyard without his jacket. He stretched out his arms as his long locks shortened, then turned to a feathery mass upon his head. The smooth skin of his outstretched arms became covered in down, and long, tiger-striped, primary covert feathers began to form, followed by the secondaries, then his mantle, collar, and tail feathers. His barrel chest and ripped abs became proportionately smaller with his diminishing size, as his trunk seemed to disappear into a flurry of tail feathers, flank, tibia, tarsus, and clawed feet. Once transformed, the beautiful snow owl took flight, leaving his disrobed garments on Teeny’s back stoop.
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        * * *

      

      Nina was stirring a pot of homemade minestrone when Mat arrived after sunset that evening, having stopped first at his aunt’s townhome to retrieve his clothes and jacket. The aroma of the hearty soup filled his nostrils and invited his appetite to the kitchen.

      He wrapped his muscular arms around the aproned woman tending the pot and gave her a little peck on the back of her neck.

      “Sit, sit!” Nina commanded her visitor to take a seat at the kitchen table, and she began to ladle the minestrone into two bowls.

      As the two slurped their soups, Mat praised the dish and its chef between each spoonful.

      “So, Nina, tell me about Italy and what you were like before you came to Havenwood Falls,” he blurted out when he had finished his first bowl and moved back to the stove to help himself to a second.

      “Mat, you have such finesse. You must’ve seen your aunt today. No matter, I need to tell you this anyway, since Teeny Weeny is almost always right.”

      So while Mat indulged in his second bowl of the savory Italian stew, Nina repeated the story she had told Teeny Weeny the night before. She did, however, leave out the part of her not wanting to find another love.

      “So do you talk to Antonio?” Mat asked her gently.

      “Talk to him? No, that would be crazy,” she replied in a brusque manner.

      “Well, you should. He can hear you, and I’m sure he still loves you. He’s just on another plane is all.”

      Nina looked deep into Mat’s amber eyes and saw nothing but sincerity and perhaps a hint of truth behind his words.

      “You should never stop loving him. If you did, then you would be someone else, not you. He should always be part of your life.” Mat gave the slender, well built woman a loving embrace, then thanked her for the meal and bid goodnight. He knew she needed some time alone to digest his sentiments, and he also knew how he could find out what to give Nina for her Valentine’s birthday.
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        * * *

      

      Mat returned to his aunt’s secluded backyard but did not knock on her door. Instead, he removed his garments, metamorphosed into his owl form, and took off into the night sky alit by the brilliance of the full moon. The white owl’s graceful flight was a magnificent sight upon the back drop of the blackness of the cloudless sky, as the stars sparkled like diamonds between the waves of his wings.

      Mat found a tall spruce near the trailhead of Havenwood Falls, and roosted at its top. He hooted out a beckoning call to the mysteries of the forest, and paused to listen to the voices heard in the gentle breeze replying back. Amongst the faint whispers of the night wind, he could hear the trickle of the water running down the icicles of the frozen falls. The winter night song was his to enjoy.
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        * * *

      

      Nina retired to her bedroom after Mat had left. She pushed the bedroom curtain to the side to look out at the silvery moon that shone in its full glory. For a moment, she thought she saw a white dove cross the moon’s path, but surely she was just imagining it.

      “Antonio, if you can hear me, know that I will always love you. If you are just on another plane, then know I will join you when it is my time. Be well, my love. I miss you as madly as I love you.”

      She let the curtain fall back in place and flopped down on her feather mattress. She smiled faintly as she thought about the down feathers that filled her duvet, the downy feathers of Mat’s mantle, and the white feathers of doves that drifted in and out of her memory and into slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Mat made several moonlit flights before he learned what he should give Nina for her special day. Now vested with the knowledge, he could catch up on a little rest, then speak with his aunt about where best to obtain the treasure he intended for Nina.

      “Maybe Callie’s Consignments, but I think I saw something like that only a month or so ago at Simple Treasures. It might still be there. Check it out,” Teeny Weeny advised her nephew, after he described the gift that he hoped to bestow on Nina.

      Mat hoped his aunt was right about Simple Treasures, but unsure anyone would really have what he was looking for, and if they didn’t, he wasn’t exactly sure how to go about getting it. Online, maybe, but he was still a novice in that area.

      Wrapped in the white fur jacket, Mat’s hulk of a figure could not be missed as he crossed the snow covered sidewalks in the town square.

      He entered Simple Treasures, the town’s premiere pawn shop, and was immediately greeted with the warm air of the shop and the pine scent emitting from the wax warmer stationed by the register, a small price tag dangling from its cord.

      The shopkeeper responded to the ding that occurred whenever the entry door was opened, indicating a potential customer or seller had arrived. Mat’s keen hearing alerted him to the shuffle of feet from the rear of the pawn shop.

      Mat introduced himself as Teeny Weeny’s nephew, and the shopkeeper said he was Tristan Mills. The two shook hands, as Mat gave a description of the item he hoped to obtain.

      “I believe I have exactly what you are looking for. Follow me.” He escorted Mat over to a large glass curio with an eclectic variety of miniatures and figurines. He bent down to the lowest shelf and reached toward the back of the cabinet. He pulled forward a slick ceramic statue and lifted it carefully from the curio.

      “It’s a Lladro, Two Doves in Love.”

      The mostly white figurine depicted a dove standing with its wings outstretched and tail feathers spread in triumph, while the lady dove rested comfortably near him, a little shy, not exactly facing the male, but not exactly disinterested.

      “Maybe? No! I mean no maybe. Yes. Yes. Yes! How much?”

      Tristan looked at the tag and frowned. “I’m sorry, Mat, I can’t sell this to you. It’s still in the pawn period, and I have to check with the pawner first to see if she wants the first right of refusal, per the contract. But I can hold it for you. Check back with me tomorrow, and I will let you know.”

      Mat’s elation turned to dismay, but he nodded his understanding and left the hominess of Simple Treasures to trudge the snow laden streets of Havenwood Falls.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Teeny Weeny’s cell phone rang with a relaxing piano piece by Jeff Gold. She knew the call came from Simple Treasures.

      Teeny greeted the caller with a near clairvoyant “hello” as if she were expecting this call anytime.

      “Good morning, Madam Tahini. I have an interested buyer for your pair of loving doves. I was about to sell it to him, but he had introduced himself as your nephew, so I figured I better check with you first. I have it marked for $150 dollars. What should I do?”

      “I pawned it for a reason, Tristan. Sell it to him,” she responded, with a twinkle in her eye.

      “But you have the right of first refusal to buy it back, aside from the fact, he’s your family, you could’ve just given it to him.”

      “Ah, what goes around comes around. You are in business, Mat wants the birds, and I want him to have it, but I can’t just give it to him, you see. It’s all good. It’s all right!”

      “Ok, if you say so. I’ll send you the pawn slip once it’s done.” And Tristan clicked off.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Mat returned to Simple Treasures, greeted once again with the rich, inviting scent of the pine forest and the heartwarming heat of the comfortable shop. The little statue was already propped on the register counter with a box by its side, along with some sheets of wrapping tissue.

      Mat had entered, feeling fairly grim, but when he saw the prize was set up to purchase, his mood quickly changed to one of glee.

      “How much?” he asked the friendly pawnbroker.

      Tristan turned the tag over and revealed a red slash across the number $150, and a $100 mark was written below it.

      “Seems it’s on markdown. Still a little pricey. Is this okay?”

      Mat fished into his jacket and pulled out a few bills. “I only have fifty dollars on me now. Can I give you that, and I’ll get the rest before Valentine’s Day?” he said hopefully, and wishfully, not sure where he would get the other fifty.

      “Well, normally, I wouldn’t, but seeing as you are Teeny’s kin, I can make an exception. I’ll go ahead and wrap it, but you will have to bring the rest of the money back by Monday before you can pick it up.”

      Mat eagerly nodded and left the pawnshop, with a mixture of emotions.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Teeny’s humble townhome was rocked with a loud knock on the door. She padded to her peep hole door, pulled it open, and a teen girl stood before her.

      “My dad, Tristan Mills, from Simple Treasures asked me to deliver this to you,” the young girl informed Tahini, flashing an envelope.

      Teeny pulled a dollar out of one of her ubiquitous pockets and handed it to the courier in exchange for the envelope, which they did so through the peephole door.

      Teeny opened the envelope to find fifty dollars and the marked down price tag. She smiled, appreciative of the kindness of Tristan, so much different than Lawrence, his father and the owner of the pawn shop—Old Man Mills, as the younger generations called him.

      She was pretty sure Mat only had fifty dollars on him, so that meant he still owed Simple Treasures. She needed to concoct a plan to get the same fifty dollars back into his pocket, so at least everyone came out even, and Mat would win his prize.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Mat showed up for their regular evening meal together. When he arrived, he found his aunt in a tizzy, and asked what was bothering her.

      “I need to move around a few of my pieces of furniture. I called the movers and they wanted a hundred dollars just to move my sofas around, the table in the salon, and move a bed into the attic. That’s ridiculous!”

      “Aunt Siobhan, I can do all of that for you for free, you know that.” Mat offered his muscle-bound strength to the little woman.

      “Well, you can’t do it for free, or I won’t let you help at all. You’ve only been here a few months, and if you had not shown up, I would have had to pay these guys a hundred dollars. So how about half? Fair?” she offered in return.

      Mat sighed, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “Fine.”

      He was happy he had a way to earn the remaining funds required for the little doves, but a little aggravated that his beloved aunt would not just let him do this for her.

      After dinner, Tahini pointed to the pieces of furniture she wanted moved, and showed him where each piece was now supposed to be seated. After several attempts, and finding out that certain pieces just did not fit where she wanted them, Mat moved them again. For several hours, furniture got rearranged and rearranged again. Finally, nearing midnight, Tahini looked around satisfied, and announced, “Perfect! Voila!”

      Mat examined the townhome and noticed that every piece he moved, each stick of furniture at least twice, and it seemed the heaviest pieces at least thrice, were right back in their original positions. He was sweating and tired, and magnanimously responded, “You’re right as usual! This is perfect.”

      Teeny reached up with her arms as far as she could to hug her nephew, which barely was to his shoulders, but he lifted her up, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and said, “I love you! I’m so glad you are here in Havenwood Falls.”

      She stashed the roundabout fifty dollars into the pocket of his white fur jacket, as he started to leave her little townhome.

      “I love you, too, Aunt Siobhan! Thank you!”
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        * * *

      

      Someone at the pawn shop had wrapped the gift box in a romantic Valentine’s Day-themed paper and bow, with a small white rose made of silk, expertly attached to the red satin ribbon that tied the package so neatly.

      Mat handed over the money owed upon receipt, and nearly skipped out of Simple Treasures, just like a young man in love.
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        * * *

      

      It was Valentine’s Day and Nina’s birthday, and Mat was flat broke. But he did have a special gift for a very special Italian seamstress, with eyes so dark they reached the deepest depths of the ocean, and he suspected her heart was as deep.

      Teeny Weeny saved the day, and told him she had plans with her friend Barbie Stuart, the mayor of Havenwood Falls, so why not fix a meal for Nina at her place. He could light the fireplace in the parlor, and serve her a romantic dinner for the Lover’s Day/Birthday.

      Mat and Teeny spent Valentine’s morning preparing a special dinner that would be easy for Mat to heat and serve, and still spend time with his lady.

      Mat stoked the fireplace, then helped his little aunt with her coat, as she prepared to leave for the evening.

      Moments later, the dragon shaped door knocker of Teeny’s townhome sounded gently on the door, and Mat carefully pushed the door open for his guest.

      Nina entered into the townhome in an array of black leather, fur, and sultry beauty that immediately warmed Mat’s heart. He escorted Nina to the parlor and invited her to take a seat before the blazing fire.

      He couldn’t curb his excitement any longer to give her his gift, so instead of waiting until after dinner, he just barged in with the elegantly wrapped box and bashfully handed it to her.

      “Happy birthday, Nina,” he whispered gently in her ear.

      Nina fingered the satin ribbon and silk rose, then fumbled to open the packaging, not too quickly, but she was surprised and a little excited.

      But when she pulled the china figurines from the box, she turned to Mat with such fury in her eyes, that for a moment Mat thought she may not be entirely one-hundred percent human, as he had been told.

      Nina raised the prized statue above her head and tossed it across the small parlor. Fortunately, Mat’s quick reflexes caught the fragile birds in midflight, before they could smash to tiny pieces against the stone fireplace.

      “How could you! This is so cruel to remind me of the beautiful creatures Antonio wished to give me, and try to replace them or him!” she screamed, then broke down in hacking sobs.

      “You don’t understand! Antonio told me to give this to you. You see this one here—” He pointed to the male dove with its wings spread out to protect the lady bird. “This is Antonio. He is always watching over you, always with you.”

      Nina looked at the model through tear-filled eyes, and softened.

      “Nina, I know you can’t hear him, but when I’m an owl, the spirits talk to me in the wind. I’ve been communicating with Antonio. The love you had together is eternal. Death cannot destroy that. You will always have each other. You need to cherish that, not hide from it.”

      Nina dabbed at her eyes with her sleeves, then took the delicate gift from his large masculine hands and pored over it with new loving eyesight.

      “And maybe, one day, I will be the next, best thing that happened to you. Happy Valentine’s Day.”
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        * * *

      

      Read about Teeny Weeny and friends in The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn & Kristie Cook, available now. And watch for The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn, coming March 2019.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        About the Author

      

      

      T.V. Hahn has loved the fantastical and whimsical since she was a child, which may or may not have been that long ago. A creative soul, she enjoys making art with her hands, her voice, and her words. She finds humor in everything and is the first to laugh at her own jokes. During her down time, you may find her tending her floral beauties, writing poetry, working on her faerie gardens, or watching the Dark Crystal or Princess Bride. All of this combined with her petite stature has made more than one person wonder if she is, indeed, a faerie. It may be no accident that her first published book is about Teeny Weeny Tahini, a Spring Fae living in Havenwood Falls. Hahn is self-employed and lives in Florida with her husband and pup. She can be reached through her publisher, Ang’dora Productions.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Also by T.V. Hahn

      

      

      
        
        The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella)—co-authored with Kristie Cook

      

        

      
        The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella)—coming Spring 2019

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            White Fluffy Flakes of Suck

          

          By Randi Cooley Wilson

        

      

    

    
      It’s snowing. Of course, it’s snowing. It’s February in Colorado, so it isn’t unusual to see white, fluffy flakes of suck cascading down from the gray sky. I take a sip of my coffee and watch the brave residents of Havenwood Falls attempt to shorten their exposure to the frigid temperatures.

      Bundled up, they rush along the snow-covered sidewalks and quickly disappear into stores and restaurants. A cold wind whips through the streets, whistling up alleys and creating swirling white clusters of snow pockets. I shake off the bone-chilling breeze and start walking, trying to resume the blood flow to my frozen extremities. I make a right onto Stuart Street and rush toward the sage-colored Victorian house, to the right of City Hall.

      Pushing past the faux wrought-iron fence, I run up the ten dark-gray stairs before sliding inside. Ah. Warmth. With my back pressed against the inside of the door, I take a moment to defrost my cheeks. Holy crap it’s cold outside. After a long moment, I remove my twelve layers and boots, sliding into my flats before I make my way down the long, narrow hallway and turn left into the office space.

      “Good morning, Graysin.” Miss Mary Beth’s eyes sparkle at me.

      “Good moring,” I grumble into my coffee.

      Her thin lips flatten at my grumbling—something I have come to learn Miss Mary Beth Fairchild does not approve of. Along with muttering under your breath and use of the word yup.

      The deep lines etched in her face appear even more pronounced today as she assesses me.

      “A bit cold for you today, Graysin?” she asks in a pleasant tone.

      I sigh and slide my gaze to the large window. It’s nestled between a drafting table on the left—covered with architecture plans—and my design table on the right, which is just as messy, covered with my fabric and paint chip samples.

      “I just want it to stop.” I frown at the snow.

      Her gaze follows mine. “I think the town is always so pretty when it’s covered in a fresh layer of snow. It’s like we live in our own magical winter snow globe.”

      I exhale. “There is just so much of it.”

      Miss Mary Beth laughs. “Well, we do live in the mountains of Colorado. People come here to ski for a reason.”

      My brows pinch as I meet her warm expression. “I suppose.”

      She winks. “I’ve placed the plans for Mike McCabe on the table by the window. Be sure to get them over to him at some point today, if you don’t mind. Invoices for Anne are also inside.”

      I nod. “Will do, thanks.”

      “I’ll just be at my desk going through piles of emails and paperwork. Both of which seemed to have multiplied after Julianna and I came back from the extended holiday break.” She sighs.

      “It’s strange how that happens.” I smile at her.

      Miss Mary Beth waves me off. “Tea. First, I will get some tea. Then the emails.”

      I watch her leave before turning back to the window.

      I hate to admit it, but Miss Mary Beth might be right.

      In a strange way, Havenwood Falls does look like a magical snow globe—well, if the snow globe had four million inches of snow. I miss summer. And fall. And spring. And warmth.

      As if on cue, two warm arms wrap around my waist from behind, pulling me tightly against a solid chest. His leather bands and Breitling watch peak out from the sleeves of his gray thermal. A sweet, woody, citrusy scent wraps around me. With a deep inhale, I relax into the arms and smile.

      Everett Weston.

      After a moment, I twist in his arms.

      Green eyes drill into me, searching mine.

      “Hi,” I whisper, feeling shy.

      Everett smirks cockily. “Hi, yourself. Thanks for showing up for work today.”

      Boss. Right. As owner and architect for Weston Design, Everett is technically my boss, even though we have a personal relationship outside of the office. He hired me in March to come onto his team as the interior designer. Well, not come onto him, just the team. I mean, join the firm. Not actually come onto anyone. Ugh. I work here. He’s my boss. And yes, we are together.

      “It’s snowing.” I pout.

      “Hence my gratefulness at your appearance today,” he teases.

      Recently, I rented a little cottage in town. It’s super cute. White with black shutters. I’ve been using snow days as an excuse to work from home, which if we’re being honest, means I’ve been unpacking and decorating my new place. Obviously, Everett has caught on to me.

      “Now that the library and Whisper Falls Inn are complete, we have to start on some projects for Mike,” he points out. His Spanish accent lulls. “Did Miss Mary Beth leave the paperwork?”

      I step out of his arms, over to the table and pick up the envelope, waving it at him.

      “She did. But can you bring it over to Mike and Anne this afternoon?” I ask.

      Everett runs a hand through his dark hair—it’s short on the sides and messily styled on top—before the same hand slides down to his face over the light scruff accentuating his perfect jawline.

      “Remind me to buy you snow shoes, city girl.” His tone is playful.

      “It’s not the snow. Every time I go to Mike’s I sneeze,” I admit.

      Everett just watches me, fascinated. He does this a lot.

      “You know, because I’m allergic to cats,” I add.

      More staring.

      And silence.

      “And the McCabes shift into mountain lions,” I explain.

      Everett fights the small smile threatening his lips.

      “There is like cat fur and dander in the air. It makes me sneeze. My eyes get all puffy, and my skin becomes itchy. It’s really uncomfortable. Then there is the runny nose . . .” I trail off.

      “You’re allergic to cats?”

      “Yes.”

      “And mountain lions are cats.”

      “Right.”

      After a moment, he nods. “Consider it done.”

      “Thanks.” I smile at him.

      Walking over to his drafting table, I drop the envelope on it and take a moment to look over the design he’s currently working on. It’s good. Really good. Everett is extremely talented.

      For a second, I become so entranced with his work that I forget he’s in the room, until his chest brushes my back. He leans over me, caging me against the desk between his arms.

      His breath at my ear. “I wouldn’t want you to break out into hives or anything on Valentine’s Day. It would totally ruin my big plans for us tonight,” he whispers.

      Holy crap. It’s Valentine’s Day, already?

      “What plans?”

      Afraid to move, I just stand there, letting him hover over me.

      “Something big,” he matches my tone.

      “Big?” I reply.

      “Life changing.”

      I swallow and panic. Nervous about what he could possibly have planned. Big? Life changing? Oh no. Please don’t let him be proposing. We are so not ready for that. Are we? Oh crap.

      “Something,” he exhales, turning me around so we are face-to-face, “I hope you say yes to.”

      And there it is.

      My hand comes up to push him back a bit so I can catch my breath, but instead, I knock over a jar of pencils. Flustered, I shriek as they go flying all over the desk and floor.

      “Oh, shit!” I squeal, panicking.

      Rattled, I bend down to pick them up. At the same time, Everett leans over to help, and a strand of my long hair gets caught in the front of his jeans, on the belt buckle. Embarrassment flashes through me. As I’m trying to yank it free, the hair becomes ensnarled. After a moment, I chance a look up at Everett, who once again seems to be finding humor in something I’ve done.

      “I’m stuck. On your crotch—“ I mutter. “I mean . . . my hair. My hair is stuck in your crotch . . . belt. Ack . . . belt. It’s . . . good lord. Never mind. You’d think I’d be done with this.”

      “Graysin,” his amused voice replies.

      “Sorry. Just a second.” I tug at the strands.

      I really need a haircut. They refuse to budge because in my rattled-insanity, I’ve made it worse. Frustrated, I kneel in front of him and lift both hands to his belt trying to free the hair.

      “Graysin.” Everett places his palms on my head.

      “I’ve got it. Just give me a minute, and I will do whatever you want me to,” I whisper-shout.

      “Maybe go lower?” he suggests.

      “No. It’s too much for me.”

      A voice being cleared has us both sliding our gazes to Miss Mary Beth.

      She’s standing in the doorway, holding a piece of paper, looking horrified.

      Then I realize what she must be seeing. How this must look. Everett’s back. Me on my knees in front of him. My hands on his belt and his hands in my hair. And then the cherry on top, me telling him that I will do whatever it is he wants me to. And him asking me to go lower.

      Lovely. My eyes slide closed.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” I mutter under my breath.

      Miss Mary Beth tilts her head. Her lips press into a thin line. Wordlessly, she walks over to my desk, grabs the scissors and approaches us. Her gaze slides between the two of us.

      With a quick snip, I’m freed and back on my feet, rubbing my head.

      “With the two of you, it never is.” She throws us a knowing look and hands Everett the paper.

      “A final invoice for Anne McCabe. I missed it earlier.”

      Everett clears his throat, trying to hide a laugh. “Thank you.”

      We all stand in an awkward silence for a moment before I snap out of it.

      “Well. I need to run to Callie’s. To look for a desk. For the . . . house . . .  I am you know, designing. So . . . I will go do that and leave you two to . . . ” I stop myself. Pointing between them. “Do whatever it is you need to do. See you soon.”

      With my head hanging down, I rush out of the room. I don’t even bother putting back on my twelve layers. Anxious to leave, I just throw on my coat and mittens, slip into my snow boots and hightail it to the safety of my best friend’s store.
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        * * *

      

      It’s just a short walk from my office to Callie’s Consignments, which is a good thing considering I spend more time in her store than at home, or in the office. As I make my way toward the entrance, I pause for a moment and look into the glass window, taking in the town square’s reflection, along with the pink, red, and white pieces of clothing and fashion Callie has strategically placed in the display. How could I have not seen this before? All the pink, red and white around town? The cupid and heart displays? I need to make a note to get a day planner.

      Taking a step back, I make my way to the store’s entrance and with a heavy shove, push open one of the double wooden doors. I know something is immediately wrong the moment I walk in the door. Mainly because of the slamming of items and f-bombs being thrown around by someone who oddly sounds like an angry version of my best friend.

      Cursing from behind the front counter has me sighing as I approach. Once I am standing in front of the counter, I pull off my mittens and throw them down, looking around.

      “If that is you, Ronan, I swear to all that is demon darkness I will cut your heart out with a spoon. Fuck off. I mean it this time. You’re an asshole of epic proportions,” she growls out.

      At her rant, my mouth falls open and my eyes widen, because I don’t think I have ever heard, Callie Montgomery this angry—or sweary. Callie is a gypsy-demon, and while I’ve witnessed quite a bit of the gypsy in her personality, I’ve rarely ever seen the angered demon. Until now.

      “Callie?”

      No answer.

      “Cals?”

      Callie pops up from behind the counter, face red with anger. With a dramatic huff she blows a few loose strands of her long, dark curls out of her face and narrows her hazel eyes at me.

      “Hi,” she sulks.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No. No I am not.” She purses her lips. “You’d think in a town full of supernatural creatures, someone—anyone—would be able to spell the Bishop boys and make them stop being assholes.”

      I smirk at her anger. “I’m sure if Addie could, she would get right on that for you.” I tilt my head in contemplation. “Of course, that would be after she used the same spell on Tase.”

      “No seriously. The Bishop boys are a pain in the ass. Why haven’t the Mills eaten them yet?”

      I unbutton my coat. “Pretty sure dragon shifters don’t eat mages, Callie.”

      She frowns. “Then Kaela should bite Ronan’s neck and drain him of life.”

      I laugh and throw my coat onto the counter. “Yeah, because sucking on someone’s neck sounds like something Michaela would do to someone other than Xandru. Why are we breaking all the Court’s rules and pointing out the supernatural creatures of Havenwood Falls today?”

      Pouting she crosses her arms, her flowy white shirt hanging off her. “I’m seething. Ronan has me seething. I don’t seethe. I flitter about and tune people out. But I am actually seething.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “No. No, I don’t ever want Ronan Bishop’s name brought up in my store again.”

      I put up my palms in surrender. “No talk of RB. Got it.”

      “What’s going on with you,” she begins to calm. “Why aren’t you at work?”

      “I got my hair caught in Everett’s crotch.”

      She blinks at me. Slowly. “You have to be the most awkward being I have ever encountered in my entire existence. And given that I have traveled with a band of gypsies, that’s saying a lot.”

      “I’m screwed.”

      “I am going to need you to use more words, Graysin.”

      “It’s Valentine’s Day.”

      “Yes. I know. And no talk of love in my store today. It’s a stupid emotion.”

      I roll my eyes. “Anyway,” I draw out. “I completely forgot. And earlier Everett totally blind-sided me and said he has something huge to ask me. Life changing. Something he hopes I say yes to,” I say in one breath. “Oh. And I need a gift. Like now.” I pause. “And a daily planner.”

      “I bet Fairy Tale Florists is doing well today,” she says, not really listening.

      “Callie.”

      “Boxers?”

      “No.”

      “Socks?”

      “No.”

      “A pea coat?”

      “Stop naming random articles of clothing.”

      “Everett is hot. He would look amazing in a pea coat. So much better than that sparkly vampire. Hey,” she rambles. “We should totally ask Michaela what she thought of that movie.”

      “My guess is she hated it.”

      “Let’s totally ask her at girls’ night.”

      “Fine. Now, focus.”

      “Okay. Let me get this straight. Everett said he has to ask you something. You panicked and somehow managed to attached yourself to his crotch. Now you are here in search of a gift?”

      My shoulders slump from the weight of the stupidity of my day. “Yeah.”

      Callie takes in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “First, don’t panic. You and Everett have only been together for a few months. I am sure he isn’t going to propose to you.”

      I frown. “Thanks. I think.”

      “Not that you’re not a catch, but still. He’s not going to jump the gun.”

      I swallow hard, clearing my throat. “I guess you’re right.” Am I sad? Why?

      “Besides, all I see is love when I read your tarot cards.”

      I sigh at her. “I thought I told you to stop reading me without my permission?”

      “I can’t help it. It’s what I do. I am a gypsy-demon. Palmistry. Tarot cards. Crystal ball.”

      “So,” I bite my lip, hesitating for a moment. “They say nothing about an engagement?”

      “Nope. Just that you will experience love.”

      “That is super vague,” I blow out.

      “Hey. I’m not Eloise Sinclair. I don’t speak to the dead. You want more specifics, or a detailed reading, go find Eloise or Harper to see if Everett is planning to propose. We can’t all be clairvoyant. Otherwise we’d all be rich because we would all win the lottery,” she scolds.

      “Wow.”

      “What?”

      “You’re super angry today.”

      Callie sighs. “Sorry. I’m just all riled up.”

      “Speaking of Harper,” I lower my voice, changing the subject. “Has she heard from Lucas?”

      Callie shakes her head. “I swear to all that is angelic, I’d totally switch teams for him.”

      “Teams?”

      “Demon,” she points to herself. “Angel.”

      “Ah.”

      “I would totally go divine for him.”

      “Our conversations get weirder the longer I know you.”

      We laugh for a moment, before she meets my eyes. “You’re fine. Go to the bookstore and get him something historical about gothic architecture. I am sure Sedona has something amazing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Trust me. He’s going to love the book.”

      I pin her with a glare. “That you can see? But an engagement is far-fetched?”

      Callie shrugs. “What can I say. It comes and goes.”

      “So,” I begin, “are you going to the Cupid & Cuties event tonight at the inn?”

      “No.” Her reply is curt.

      “Think Michaela is going to be upset we aren’t there?”

      “No. It’s her first big event. She’ll be too busy to even notice. Why aren’t you and Everett going?”

      I lean on the counter. “Well, Mammie pinched Everett’s ass at the last event we attended at the Whisper Falls Inn. So, he’s a little gun shy about going to anything hosted there.”

      Callie bursts into laughter. “The big bad gargoyle is afraid of the naughty old-lady ghost?”

      “Apparently.”

      “That is hysterical.”

      “So then,” I tread lightly. “No plans tonight?”

      Callie stiffens and pinches her expression at me. “No. And if you bring up his name again ever in conversation I will narrow my eyes at you and give you the silent treatment.”

      “It’s good to see you are being mature about he who shall not be named.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one who gave my boss a blow job at work.”

      “I didn’t!” I argue, grabbing my coat and mittens. “It was an accident.”

      “Focus on the gift. Tonight, will be fine, Graysin.”

      I nod and bundle up. “Happy Day of Love, my friend.”

      She smiles and waves me off. “Yeah. Yeah. Love you too. Go.”

      “Call me later if you need anything,” I offer.

      “I won’t. But thank you.”

      I can totally do this. It’s all going to be fine. Completely fine.
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        * * *

      

      It’s totally not fine. It’s impossible to find Everett a gift, especially this late. I have been to every single store in Havenwood Falls and some I didn’t even know existed until today. Callie’s right. I should just get Everett a book. I push open the glass door to Shelf Indulgence, and the small chime on the top dings as I step in. The scent of books and chocolate immediately hits me, and I bask in the combination. Of course, my friend was right. Who doesn’t love books and chocolate?

      “Hey, Sedona.” I smile at the owner of Shelf Indulgence.

      “Hey, Graysin,” she replies, as I approach.

      “Have my interior design books come in yet?”

      “Yeah, they came in yesterday. Let me go grab them for you.”

      “Thanks. I’ll just be looking around for a bit. Would you mind holding them at the counter until I’m ready to pay?” I ask.

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks again.”

      Twenty minutes later and I think I have two perfect coffee table books for Everett. One about Spanish architecture and one about gothic architecture. I smile at both and head over to pay.

      As she’s ringing me up, Sedona offers me a sly smile. “I think our resident gargoyle is going to love these,” she says as I pay for them. “Want me to wrap them?”

      “Please.” I nod and have her add a few cupcakes for good measure.

      As I am making my way back to Everett’s, I notice the time and how long I have been gone.

      Dark clouds drift across the crescent moon.

      The snow is still falling. The air feels colder now, seeping into my bones.

      “Want help?” a deep voice asks, startling me.

      Since I am not paying attention, the voice causes me to slip on a patch of ice that was covered by fresh snow. I let out a surprised squeal, and my arms immediately fly up but are quickly taken ahold of by two strong hands. Everett lets out a hiss as he tries to prevent me from falling.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispers and pulls me closer.

      The white, fluffy flakes of suck fall between us.

      “Thanks.” I step closer, close enough to make him out even with the street lights.

      Our cheeks graze, and there is no way that he missed the tremble in me at the touch.

      He leans down, his relaxed gaze meeting mine as he chuckles softly.

      “I-I’m fine,” I stutter.

      Everett’s smirk heightens. “I can see that.”

      “Why are you out here in the dark?” I ask, then frown at the question.

      Everett stands close enough that our breathes mingle. “Dropping off stuff to Mike. And looking for you,” he adds. “You’ve been gone a while. I wanted to make sure you are okay.”

      “Me?”

      “You, city girl.”

      I swallow. “I was just coming to see you.”

      Everett gazes down at me, apparently pleased with my answer. “Well, here I am.”

      I smother a sigh. “Here you are.”

      We stand, watching one another. A faint smile appears on his lips. “So, Miss Mary Beth let me borrow Chef Anne for the night. I have this whole romantic evening planned for us.”

      “Yeah?” My lips curl into an idiotic half grin.

      “Yeah. But first, I want to ask you something.”

      I freeze. Scared shitless of what is about to come out of his mouth.

      Damn he is beautiful. My heartrate begins to pick up, and I swallow my desire.

      “Your cheeks have gone all pink. Are you thinking rude thoughts about me?” he teases.

      “No.”

      “Liar. I can read your thoughts.” He laughs.

      “That is still a massive invasion of my privacy, by the way.”

      “Graysin,” he whispers, taking my face between his palms.

      “Yeah?” I whisper back.

      “Will you do me the extreme honor—”

      “Wait,” I screech. “No. Not yet. I am totally not ready. Not here. In the middle of the street. I am holding a bag of books and cupcakes for goodness sake,” I rant, shaking the bag at him. “Plus, I hate the snow. And it’s,” I wave the bag around, “everywhere. Not like this. Please.”

      I stare at him as he watches me go crazy on him. “Done?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Cause it’s cold and I’d really not like to be out here too much longer.”

      “Okay.” I stand straighter. “Ask me. I’m ready,” I say, defeated.

      “Romantic.” He winks.

      “All right. Ask me,” I use a brighter tone.

      “You sure?”

      “This is taking too long.”

      “Graysin. There is something big I want to ask you. I hope you will say yes.”

      My stomach bottoms out.

      “I can’t promise I will . . .” I mutter. “I mean. I’ll try . . . but . . . I am not—”

      “Will you be my Valentine?” he whispers.

      “What?” I shout.

      “Valentine. Will you be my Valentine?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Is that what you wanted to ask me?”

      “Yes.” He smiles at me. “What did you think it was going to be?”

      I stand here, mouth agape. Everett’s gaze slides down my body. The way he’s looking at me, it’s like he can see me without any clothes on. His lazy, appreciative grin makes my knees weak as his gaze returns to mine. Damn, he’s good. Like professionally good. He should teach every man on earth how to do that. He leans in, and my lungs feel like they’re going to explode.

      “Graysin?”

      “Mmm?” I sway a bit.

      “Will you?”

      “Will I what?” I repeat, hypnotized by his charm and good looks. “Marry you? Yeah. I would love to,” I blurt out under his spell, then I realize what I said, and my eyes widen in panic.

      Everett becomes deathly still.

      Actually, everything around us becomes still and silent.

      Except those damn little white, fluffy flakes of suck, which keep falling.

      One by one they glide to the ground.

      It’s so silent, I can actually hear the snowflakes settle onto the snow.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

      His brows pinch. “You didn’t mean you want to marry me?”

      “No,” I try to recover.

      “So . . . you don’t want to marry me?” he tries to confirm.

      “Of course, I want to marry you.”

      His eyes widen in sudden alarm. “You do?”

      “Oh my god. No . . . wait . . . I don’t want to marry you,” I rush out.

      “Graysin, you are giving me some mixed signals here,” he states, confused.

      “Shit!” I shout and throw the bags to the ground, taking his face.

      Taking in a deep breath, I try to focus. “Someday. In the future. I might want to marry you. Right now, though . . . I like us where we are. It’s still new, and I think we need to see where it goes. Date and become better friends. Right? I mean . . . don’t you?”

      I stare him in the face, determined not to lose it this time. He smirks, leaning in, and my stomach drops again. All thoughts of trying to remain focused on anything but his looks go out the window. I try to pull from his grasp, but he holds me tighter.

      “I love you, Graysin. Will you be my Valentine?” he repeats, ignoring everything.

      I smirk at him. “Yes, Everett. I will be your Valentine.”

      And there in the middle of town, surrounded by white, fluffy flakes of suck, Everett Weston kisses me. An amnesia-inducing, drugging kiss. One that makes every memory and everyone before him disappear. Leaving only the ones of him and me.
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        * * *

      

      Read Graysin and Everett’s story, Covetousness (A Havenwood Falls Novella), and Callie and Ronan Bishop’s story, Gypsy Heart (A Havenwood Falls Novella), both by Randi Cooley Wilson and available now.  You can also discover the story of the youngest Bishop brother, Rowan, and Juliette Fairchild in Inamorata (A Havenwood Falls High Novella) by Randi Cooley Wilson, available now. And the oldest Bishop brother, Roman, has a Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk story releasing Summer 2019.
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            Getting Familiar

          

          By Kristie Cook

        

      

    

    
      Grabbing a window seat at Coffee Haven, I set my cup on the table with maybe a little too much force, as liquid splashed up just as I was sitting down. Warm, creamy latte splattered across my face.

      “Son of a bitch.” With a sigh, I removed my glasses and dropped my hands under the table, flicking a discreet cleaning spell at the lenses before slipping the frames back on my face. A quick wipe of a napkin over my nose and cheeks had the sleeve of my sweater catching on the crystal in the side of my nose, trying to yank the piercing out.

      “Fu—”

      “Addie!” Willow, Coffee Haven’s owner who was reviewing receipts at a nearby table, hissed, cutting me off before I offended any of her customers.

      “Sorry, but that shit hurts,” I muttered after freeing my face from my sleeve and making sure it hadn’t taken half of my nose with it.

      I was a hot freaking mess today.

      My energy was off. I blamed it on a lack of sleep over the last several weeks—or months really. My grandmother, member of the High Council of the Luna Coven, thought it was the other way around—I couldn’t sleep because I was going through a major energy shift. I thought the difficult spell I’d been working on since January was draining me, especially because it required frequent handling of the Eye of Valerian, an artifact infused with dark magic. Grandmother Saundra Beaumont, however, ensured that I was protected from the darkness and instead proposed that the challenging work I was doing required me to tap into powers I didn’t even know I had. And that was causing the energy shift.

      Last night was especially difficult. For the first time in a long time, I’d actually felt lonely. I’d lived on my own for years now, and I quite liked it. Loneliness had never been part of my vernacular. But the feeling gripped me so strongly last night, I’d almost call it fear. Fear of forever being alone, which was quite possible with the way my love life was going. Or not going, as it was.

      I had more important things to worry about.

      And that was what kept me up the rest of the night—the spell I was supposed to be figuring out to break a deadly curse. It had me tossing and turning all night.

      Which was what brought me to the coffee shop this afternoon—the need for caffeine and a few minutes to re-center.

      Gripping my cup, I sat back and watched out the window at all of the busyness going on at Town Square Park across the street, where the color purple appeared to have exploded all over everything. Canopies and tents sprawled across the snow-covered lawns, the canvas and nylon decorated with sheer material, scarves, faerie lights, moons, stars, and suns, and all of them with a great deal of some shade of purple or another. Directly across from where I sat, a sign strung between the old-fashioned lamp posts over the sidewalk read Into the Mystic New Age & Psychic Fair—in purple lettering, of course. Not that I minded. I liked purple. It was a good color, especially for this. It represented magic and spirituality. It’s the color of the crown chakra—the one that connected to infinite consciousness. And that’s what Eloise Sinclair’s fair was all about.

      Besides, by the time everyone finished setting up and the fair started in the morning, every color of the rainbow and then some would have fair representation. This was a colorful group, after all.

      None of those setting up for tomorrow’s event paid any attention to the piles of snow surrounding the square, plowed from the last storm and yet to melt. They didn’t seem to mind how their breaths billowed out in white puffs, either. In support of the fair, when some members of our coven could reveal their very real talents that were normally meant to be hidden, the Luna Coven had spelled the area over the square to take the bite out of the cold March air. Tomorrow may have been the first day of spring, but that didn’t mean shit in the Colorado mountains.

      Eloise herself was bouncing around the largest tent, near the entrance, setting up some of the wares she sold at her shop on the east side of the square—candles of all colors, crystals and gems, books, CDs, and other goods for connecting to the spiritual and psychic planes. She sponsored this fair every year on the Spring Equinox to showcase our town’s many residents and businesses that in normal places would be a part of the fringe culture, or the occult, but in Havenwood Falls were a very important part of the fabric we were made of.

      “She just might be losing it this year, Addie.” Harper Sinclair’s voice preceded her body before she slid into the  seat across from me, startling me out of my observations. “Or maybe I am. I’m not usually this involved. Because, you know, words and stuff.”

      I tore my gaze from the window and looked across the table at the young woman before me. She was a year younger than me, and although we’d sort of grown up together, we’d only recently really connected. Harper’s psychic writing powers were a little different than her aunt Eloise’s—for her, words tended to summon demons and darkness. So she’d avoided words and letters most of her life, which meant she hadn’t gone to school with Michaela, me, and the rest of our peers. My coven had me help her once in a while growing up, so I’d known her forever, but she’d always kept to herself socially. Up until a certain fallen angel came to town last Thanksgiving. She hadn’t been the same since—for the better. She was now coming into her own.

      And that meant she was now more involved in our town than ever, especially with her aunt’s annual fair. Many strands of her long brown hair sprang from her ponytail, and her green eyes shone brightly over rosy cheeks.

      “I’ve been watching you run around like the Energizer bunny,” I said with a laugh.

      “It’s kind of ridiculous, how much stuff she’s brought over from the shop. All afternoon, it’s been ‘Harper, can you go grab this?’ ‘Harper, honey, I forgot that. Can you run over and get it?’ I had to sneak off for a hot chocolate.” She held her cup to her lips, blowing the steam across the rim of the ceramic mug.

      “And since you didn’t get a to-go cup, I assume for a break, too.”

      “Shh . . . don’t tell her.”

      “Don’t worry.” I held up my hands in surrender, the overhead light glinting off my many rings and bracelets, each one worn to serve a purpose. “I love your aunt, but I’m steering well away from her until the fair’s officially started.”

      Harper cringed. “She actually said if I saw you today, to send you over.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. No way. Sorry, Harper, but you’re gonna have to lie about seeing me. I am not doing a love booth! If Michaela couldn’t convince me to charm the arrows for Cupids & Cuties, there’s no way in hell I’ll do a love connection booth for this. I’ve already told her this. I can’t manage my own love life, let alone anyone else’s.”

      “Whoa, whoa. I get it!” Harper laughed.

      “Sorry for the rant. Just the thought of it . . .” I suppressed a shudder and pulled a face instead.

      “Sedona said pretty much the same thing when Aunt Eloise asked her.”

      “I told her to ask the Howes. That’s more their thing.”

      “She ended up finding a couple of young witches to run it.” Harper lifted her chin, gesturing toward a tent behind Zoey Mills’s snow cone kiosk.

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank the goddess.”

      “Eloise wants to see you because she said she has something for you.”

      On cue, as if she could hear us—she probably did on some kind of frequency—Eloise turned toward the coffee shop and looked directly at us. A hat with round ears on top and some kind of animal face engulfed her head, and her legs were covered in brightly patterned leggings, ending in snow boots. A patchwork, boho-style coat wrapped her torso. Her mouth turned up in a smile as she obviously saw us through the window, and she beckoned with a bare hand.

      “Aw, crap,” Harper said. “So much for my break.”

      I slid out of my seat. “I’ll go first and distract her for a couple of minutes.”

      Harper smiled up at me. “Thank you, Addie! I just need to sit for a bit longer. My legs and ass are killing me.”

      “If she asks me about the love booth, though, that ass of yours will be all mine,” I said with a wink before grabbing my coat and empty cup.

      I placed the mug on the end of the counter on my way out the door, then pulled my black leather coat tighter around me as I crossed the street.

      “Addie, it’s so good to see you!” Eloise said with a great deal of enthusiasm that instantly made me suspicious.

      “Hi, Eloise,” I said cautiously. “Harper said you were looking for me. If it’s about a booth—”

      “Oh, no, dear. Your message was perfectly clear.” She smiled as she patted my arm. “It was clear before I even asked you, but I was a little desperate. I just had this strong premonition that we needed a love connection tent this year, so I had to ask. I think everything turned out okay, though, so it was probably all for nothing.”

      I nodded, pretending to understand what she meant, as I glanced around at the interior of her tent. It was basically a replica of her shop, on a smaller scale. The collection of stones on a display table caught my eye, and I moved toward it, searching out their energies.

      “Lovely collection, isn’t it? Those just came in,” Eloise said. “But there’s something special I have just for you.”

      She moved up next to me, a small wooden box in her hand. She held it out to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked with a cocked brow.

      “I have a feeling this is exactly what you need.”

      I glanced down at the polished, dark wood box and back up at her. Eloise’s “feelings” were more than just feelings, but I couldn’t think of anything I currently needed. I mean, of course, there was something, but I was pretty sure whatever this box held, it had nothing to do with the Eye of Valerian and the curse I was supposed to be figuring out how to break.

      Well, I could also use sleep.

      “Take it. Open it,” Eloise insisted, grabbing my wrist and placing the box in my palm.

      An unfamiliar energy immediately tingled through my hand and up my arm. I lifted the top of the box to find a gleaming, egg-shaped rock cushioned in a nest of satin. A little smaller than a chicken egg, its red, orange, and yellow coloring shone and sparkled as though flames danced under the surface.

      “This is beautiful,” I whispered as I lifted it out of the box. The energy I’d felt before intensified, shooting through me, and I felt an instant sense of deep connection to it.

      “Yep, I was right. This was meant for you,” Eloise said as she nodded her head, the tassels hanging from her animal hat bobbing.

      “What is it? It doesn’t feel like a normal crystal or stone. Or even a high-energy one. It’s . . . different.”

      Eloise laughed. “It is, isn’t it? I don’t know what it is, but I just know it’s meant to be yours. It’s shaped like an egg, so maybe something you need for Ostara?”

      I studied it for a few moments before placing it back in the box. “Yes, maybe. How much?”

      “Oh, no, dear. It’s supposed to be yours.”

      “Eloise, this is your business. It’s part of your inventory. How much?”

      “It hitched a ride with my inventory, but it’s not mine. It’s always been yours, Adelaide. I can’t possibly charge you for something that belonged to you all along.” She closed my hand around the box. “Now go do what you need to do with it. I think you know deep down why it’s come to you. If not, you’ll figure it out.”

      As I stepped out of her tent, box in hand, I felt the burn on the back of my neck of someone intensely watching me. I rolled my shoulders and straightened my back, glancing around. I stopped in my tracks and turned slightly to the left, staring back at the man who glared at me. He wore dark sunglasses, but I knew exactly where his attention was. I felt it.

      Tychon Savage.

      Hellhound. Vice President of the Swords of the Infernal Night, aka S.I.N.

      And someone whom I wished had never come into my life. Or I’d never come into his. However you wanted to say it.

      He stood in front of Haven Saloon, by his large, black and chrome Harley, dwarfing it with his beastly body of enormous, thick muscle. His long brown hair waved down below his shoulders to his leather cut covered in patches. When everyone else was bundled up for the weather, he wore only a long-sleeved shirt under the cut, with S.I.N.’s skull-and-sword emblem printed on the chest.

      S.I.N. was our local outlaw motorcycle gang. Er, excuse me, club. They insisted it was just a club. My ass it was. It was “just a club” in the same way Havenwood Falls was “just a small ski village.”

      Savage—everybody called him that and most people didn’t even know his first name—was accompanied by two other cut-wearing fellas. He gave a sharp nod—at whom, I wasn’t sure—before turning and swinging his leg over his bike. The others followed suit, and their engines roared to life before they rode off. Only they would be riding motorcycles in the Colorado mountains before April.

      I walked off in the opposite direction and made a beeline toward my home a few blocks from the square, on the edge of town near the woods. I’d had to deal with the club a few times on behalf of the coven and the Court of the Sun and the Moon, which I worked for as their business manager. The MC was tolerated because they kept their outlaw shit away from town and they also had their usefulness for the Court. But Savage was a personal issue. And he was an asshole dick. We usually kept our distance from each other. So why the hell had he been staring at me?

      As I turned the corner onto my street, I spied Tase’s Camaro sitting out front of my little bungalow. Yay. Another male I loved to hate. And simply loved, but that was neither here nor there. Even if he felt the same way—which he didn’t—it would never work. Especially right now, considering the curse on him basically sentenced him to death within a year. It was up to me to break that curse, but so far, I’d had no luck.

      Yes, that curse—the one that had been keeping me awake most nights.

      “Hey,” he said, leaning against his car as I walked up, his grayish green eyes watching me in a way that sent shivers down my spine and made my thighs clench.

      “Hey yourself.” I stopped in front of him, trying to ignore how my entire body reacted to his mere presence, and stuffed my fists into my coat pockets. My knuckles hit up against the wooden box, and the energy flowed into me, a different kind of tingling sensation than what Tase produced. Thank the goddess. I needed that calming before I did something stupid. Like ended up in bed with Tase. “What’s up?”

      My voice came out hoarse as my mind tried to erase that tantalizing vision. I looked past him, at the mountains rising up behind him, needing to focus on something, anything that was not Tase. Anything that was not that dark hair, cut closer than usual, or those piercing eyes; not that tall, muscular body that moved so perfectly; not that delicious mouth or strong hands with the oh-so-wonderful touch that could never be matched by anyone else.

      Good Goddess. I was a lost cause.

      Tase straightened up, uncrossing his booted feet and jeans-clad legs. He stepped closer to me, and my heart took off in a race. I continued staring beyond him, breathing deeply and steadily. Except I was breathing in his scent of mint and cedar, which made me even crazier.

      “Came to see what was up with you,” he said, his voice low, deep, and drawling. Sexy as hell. The tone he took on when he wanted a booty call.

      But our booty call days were over. They had to be. We had more important things to worry about, like saving his life.

      “Not tonight, Tase,” I said after swallowing down the lump in my throat.

      “You always say that.”

      “Well, no night is good . . . for us . . . for that.”

      “For what? All I want to do is hang out. I need a distraction.”

      I rolled my eyes. “A distraction . . . I know what that means.”

      “Yeah, a night of not thinking. Maybe a movie or something.” He shrugged, then smirked. “Why? What were you thinking, sweetheart?” he teased, his knuckles brushing over my cheek.

      I dared to look at him. His eyes were firmly set on my lips. I shoved him away.

      “Go away, Tase. We can’t do this. We can’t be distracted. Not with each other.”

      “So . . . you’re saying I should go be distracted by someone else?”

      My eyes narrowed as I glared at him. He knew how much that hurt. But I shrugged. “Do what you want. I don’t give a shit.”

      I turned toward my house, wanting nothing more than to be inside and far away from him.

      “Come on, Addie, don’t be this way,” Tase pleaded. “I miss you. I miss us.”

      I spun on him. “There’s never been an us, Tase. You’ve always made that very clear. And you’re right. We don’t belong together. I can’t be your fuck-buddy and your savior. That’s too many ugly emotions trying to mix there. So unless you have new insight on how to break your curse, leave me the hell alone. Go to Silk. They have plenty of distractions there.”

      I stomped up the walk for my front door, flicking my hand to throw it open, sure no humans could see the use of magic in the shadows of the descending dusk. I slammed the outer door behind me and leaned against it as I listened to Tase drive off. Images of him at Silk, in the back room of the swanky nightclub, where the strippers danced, or worse, in one of the private rooms getting a lap dance, brought maddening tears to my eyes and made my stomach clench.

      Thoughts of Silk brought forth thoughts of Melaina Savage, the owner, which in turn became thoughts of her brother Tychon.

      “Men suck!” I growled as I threw my jacket on the bench next to the door while using one foot to shove the boot off my other one, then worked off the second one. “Why can’t I have just one decent male in my life? Is that too much to ask?”

      I crossed the enclosed front porch, passed through the inner door, and sighed as I entered my sanctuary. My home. My place and nobody else’s.

      And with my luck, it would forever be that way. I’d end up alone forever.

      Not that I wanted a settled-down life yet. Michaela was on her way to having that, but I didn’t think I was ready. I liked my independence. No, I freaking loved my independence. But sometimes, it was damn lonely. And booty calls did absolutely nothing for that sense of loneliness.

      “Maybe I need a dog,” I said out loud. “Maybe even a familiar.”

      Now there was an idea. But dogs needed attention that I didn’t always have to give with my crazy life. And familiars were rare. You couldn’t just go out and buy one. They came to you. And anything living was probably too smart to come to me.

      The loneliness of last night began to creep in again.
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        * * *

      

      Another night of fitful sleep meant I was up long before the sun on the morning of Ostara, the sabbat marking the Spring Equinox. Feeling the urge for more than half the night, hours before dawn, I took the wooden box with the unusual stone, along with a few charged pieces from my altar, out to my backyard. In the back corner, near the woods, I performed my own personal reawakening ritual honoring the end of winter and the beginning of spring, and buried the egg-shaped rock into the ground as my symbol for birth and new life.

      Back inside, I dressed for a circle ritual with some of the Luna Coven members, and then headed out. I walked up to Havenwood Heights, the prestigious neighborhood of estates where most of the Old Families lived. My family had a couple of mansions up here, along with the heads of the other two leading families of the coven—the Bishops and the Augustines. Beyond our properties, deep in the woods and near the great falls, was one of our ritual circles.

      Our coven wasn’t a typical 13-member Wicca coven. In fact, it wasn’t based on religion at all, only on the magic and our main purpose—supporting the Court of the Sun and the Moon in protecting our town. Some of our members were religious and worked in their own circles. Others, like me, were more . . . spiritual. We had our own varying beliefs. So when I came to a circle ritual, it wasn’t for religious reasons. The purpose of this morning’s dawn ritual was similar to my private one—to acknowledge the end of winter and the beginning of spring, to honor the reawakening and rebirth of life, to recognize the importance of balance in all realms, and to invite the sun back into life after a long winter.

      Of course, winter likely wouldn’t end for several more weeks, evidenced by a few flakes of snow falling between the naked tree branches as I hiked through the woods to rendezvous with my fellow witches. Fire was my element, and I held a small ball of flames in my palm to light my way. A sudden flash of grayish-white shot across my path, nearly tripping me. My foot knocked against something solid yet stationary, and a dog’s whine sounded. I stopped short, caught my balance, and shone my light downward.

      A tiny ball of light gray fur sat at my feet—a wolf pup.

      He looked back up at me with ears perked, head tilted to the side, and silver eyes gleaming, reflecting the light of the fireball.

      “What are you doing out here? Where is your mama?” I asked it as I glanced around the forest nervously. The pup was way too small to be a shifter—usually by the time they shifted for the first time, their wolves were at least half-grown. This one looked like it couldn’t have been more than a few weeks old. And a true wild wolf wouldn’t stop long enough to realize I meant no harm to its young. “Go on. You better get back to your den.”

      I stepped over it, hoping to put as much distance between us as possible before its mother realized it had wandered off and came frantically searching. I hadn’t walked more than a few yards when I sensed something following me. I spun to find the pup on my trail, hopping through my footprints in the snow. Leaning over, I nudged him off my path, and a light tingling crept up my hand when I touched his soft fur. A similar feeling to the one the stone had given me. I jerked my hand back in surprise.

      “I don’t know what you are, but you need to stay here, little guy. Or go on back the other way. Your mother’s not going to be too happy.”

      Once again, I hurried off, sprinkling a spell behind me to cover my scent. The last thing we needed was an angry mother wolf interrupting our ritual. We weren’t about blood sacrifices, after all.

      “Adelaide, you brought a friend?” asked Lyra, my mother, who stood in the circle that was already nearly formed. They apparently were waiting for me.

      My brows pinched for a moment, then I glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, the little wolf had followed me.

      “Shoo!” I waved at him, and I swear the little bugger grinned at me. A wolfy grin, but a grin nonetheless, as he ran toward me. And then right past me.

      He trotted right into the circle and stopped just inside the empty space left open for me.

      “Ah, a familiar,” Lyra added.

      “What? You’re kidding, right?” I shook my head. “Nah, he’s just a lost little baby.”

      She lifted a brow. “Who knew right where to go, down to your spot in the circle?”

      “A familiar would be really cool!” Harlow, one my countless cousins to some kind of degree, said from across the circle. “Especially a wolf. It’s perfect for you, Addie.”

      I studied the little guy with skepticism. Familiars weren’t exactly common. At least, not in my bloodlines. The pup watched me, waiting. For what, I wasn’t sure.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” my mother said. “You’ll know once we start.”

      With me as the final piece set in place, the circle of thirteen witches began our ritual. As soon as we started drawing on our magic, I understood exactly what my mother meant. The connection was immediate and undeniable. The little wolf had some kind of magical power of his own, which he pushed toward me. And only me.

      I was not some weak little minor witch. Both Beaumont and Augustine blood ran through my veins and their power through my bones. And there was another part of me, which I didn’t care to acknowledge if I didn’t have to, except I’d come to accept that it probably boosted my powers even more. I worked as the business manager for the Court of the Sun and the Moon and their liaison to the Luna Coven for a reason—part of their grooming me to serve on the coven’s High Council and represent the Beaumonts on the Court.

      I didn’t exactly need a power-boost from a little wolf puppy.

      This was why my family usually didn’t have familiars. We simply didn’t need them. I’d only been joking when thinking I wanted or needed one. But I did know that familiars found their mages, not the other way around. When they came to you, it was for a reason. And not something you denied. At least, that was the legend.

      Still, after we finished the ritual with shared cake—well, scones, to be more precise—I tried once more to shoo the gray ball away. He began to follow me home, though, so when we crossed the same place where I’d initially found him, I stopped and sought out his magical energy.

      “Ah-ha!” I found his earlier trail, trace amounts of his energy still lingering.

      We followed his trail off my normal path to my home, twisting and turning through the forest, crossing the mountain, descending, ascending, and I began to wonder if I wasn’t imagining things. Because how in the hell did this tiny pup cover so much damn ground? Then the residual energy began to diminish slowly until I lost it completely because too much time had passed since he’d been through. I stopped and dropped my hands to my hips as I made a circle, unable to find even a hint of his energy except what came off the pup himself.

      The little guy whined as he hopped around my feet.

      “Hey, you’re the one who should know where to go from here, fuzzy. This is your path we’re following.”

      He cocked his head, gave another little whine, then took off running, a gray blur streaking down the mountain. I glanced over my shoulder, in the general direction of my own path home, far off through the woods way over . . . there somewhere. Should I make a run for it while he’s distracted? If he stopped following me, maybe he’d find his mama and probably a litter of siblings, where he belonged. I could sprint away and lose his tail. But for one, I didn’t sprint or run in any matter, unless something was chasing me. I didn’t race, unless I was on skis. For two, when I took a moment to look around, I realized I was on the part of the mountain that was actually closer to my house. And three, he was a damn wolf. If he wanted to find me—if he really was my familiar—he would.

      Breaking my line of thought was the funniest little howl sounding from the direction the pup had gone. Certainly not a grown wolf. Definitely a pup. And as cute as it sounded, I could hear—and if I was being honest with myself, feel—the sadness filling that howl.

      “Shit,” I muttered as I jogged down the slope, following his half-dollar sized footprints in the snow and patches of mud.

      Not even a hundred yards from my backyard, I found him, sitting on his haunches, his little snout turned toward the sky, wailing his little heart out. But no wolves would answer him. At least none nearby—not his family. Because the carcasses of a mama wolf and two other babies lay in a small den formed by a dead log, a couple of boulders, and the side of the mountain.

      “Oh, no,” I breathed, the loss of animal life sucker-punching me in the gut. My hand flew to my breaking heart.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I wasn’t the sentimental type. While I’d always been close to nature—par for the course as a witch—and respected wolves and other wild animals, they’d never really been my thing. I admired their beauty from afar and understood the cycles of life. And that death was part of said cycle.

      But these poor things . . . my little one’s family.

      Ah, shit. My little one?

      The gray fur-ball looked at me before letting out another howl. I scooped him up and held him close to my chest, stroking my hand over his little back.

      “Don’t worry,” I soothed. “You’re not alone. You found me for a reason, didn’t you? I didn’t need you. You needed me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Bane? No.” I shook my head. “Flint? Blaze? Hmm . . .” I studied the little wolf as he ate his breakfast the next morning after an eventful night of little sleep for either of us. To say he needed a bit of house-training was an understatement. “Maybe Ghost? Or how about Storm?”

      He looked over at me and wagged his tail.

      “You like Storm, huh?” I cocked my head. “Oh! How about Lupin?” I smiled. “Or Chewie!” He growled. “Exactly.” He ran over to the back door and whined while jumping around. “Fast learner, are you? Maybe this house-training won’t be so bad after all. I guess we’ll figure out your name soon enough.”

      I opened the door for him and followed him out to the backyard. I’d already figured that one day when he was older, I’d probably lose him to the woods that bordered the back of my property. He was a wolf, not a pet. Even if he was my familiar—which I wasn’t quite positive about yet—he needed space to run and hunt. He already ran over to the back corner, and for a moment, I thought he wanted out of the yard so he could go to the spot where we’d buried his family in the woods.

      But then he began to dig.

      I watched for a moment, shaking my head, before realizing where he was.

      “Hey! That’s my Ostara offering, you little shit!” I hurried across the lawn. “You know, that’s gonna be your name if you don’t learn some freaking manners. What do—”

      My words caught in my throat as Chewie—or whatever—backed away from the hole he’d dug. The beautiful stone I’d buried just yesterday morning was cracked.

      And a tiny creature was emerging from it.

      A snout poked through, followed by the rest of the head. It thrashed side to side, breaking the rock further. Shoulders emerged and then wings before it finally shook itself free.

      “Son. Of. A. Bitch,” I gasped. This was no freaking bird.

      The creature shook itself out again and opened its leather-like wings before giving them a couple flaps. Then it inhaled deeply before letting out a long snort . . . and a puff of smoke. With another flap, it rose off the ground and fluttered around Fenrir—wait, no, I didn’t like that character. The pup danced around as the little thing made a swoop before lifting up and landing on my shoulder.

      And then it hit me.

      Eloise had given me a damn dragon egg! She’d said I was meant to have it. What the hell was going on? First a wolf and now a dragon. Was this really even a dragon? I’d never seen or heard of one so small. I didn’t know if they even existed in the wild—or some kind of black market. The only dragons I knew of were shifters. But even as I thought about how this couldn’t possibly be happening, that this thing couldn’t even possibly exist, I felt its magic flow through me, intertwining with mine. And with the wolf’s.

      The dragon lifted off my shoulder and fluttered down to the ground, landing next to the pup. They both looked up at me with big eyes—one pair of silver ones and one pair of fiery gold.

      I blew out a sigh. “I guess you want to keep me, too?”

      They both danced around again. I exhaled, more of a groan than a sigh this time.

      “Where the hell is Jetta when I need her?” I muttered.

      Jetta, a frost dragon, had skipped town, but she wasn’t the only dragon shifter around who I could trust. Because this wasn’t something I wanted out. Not until I knew more about it. For all I knew, this was a freak of nature, and I was about to make a Hagrid-sized mistake.

      “All right, all right. I have to talk to Simon to see what he knows first. This might not even be possible, you know? But he’s a fire dragon, like you. I think you are anyway. So . . .” I shook my head, sighing again but now in resignation. “I’m not really an animal person, you know? This is your choice, not mine. Got it? That means you abide by the rules. Trust me—I’m not much for rules, so there won’t be a lot. And I know, I know. You’re familiars, not pets. But still. If we’re going to be roomies and such, you gotta know the ground rules.”

      I turned on my heel and strode back toward my house, a wolf and a miniature dragon following me as I wondered if I was losing my mind. Which was reinforced when I found a little tuxedo kitten and the tiniest raven I’d ever seen on the deck, both looking at us as though waiting.

      I blew out a snort. “Guess I don’t have to worry about being lonely anymore.”

      And that was Goddess’s gift to me—a menagerie of familiars.

      Now, if only they could help me figure out how to break this curse on the Rocas and Petrans, life would be grand. Oh . . . and take care of Savage for me. But that was a story for another day.
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      Read Addie and Tase’s story in Break Me Not (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Kristie Cook, available now. It’s a continuation of Forget You Not (A Havenwood Falls Novella) and Lose You Not (A Havenwood Falls Novel), both by Kristie Cook and available now. Addie also plays a key role in The Collector: Awakening (A Havenwood Falls Novel) by Kristie Cook, R.K. Ryals, Belinda Boring, and Nadirah Foxx, releasing December 2018. And discover Tycoon Savage’s story in Savage Salvation (A Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk Novella) by Kristie Cook releasing January 2019. She has also co-authored The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) with T.V. Hahn, available now.
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      The Into Mystic New Age and Psychic Fair in the town square of Havenwood Falls was in full swing when Sherry finally arrived. The town square in the center of town, normally an expanse of green, was now white with snow and looked like a bag of multi-colored confetti had exploded all over it. Tents in brilliant shades of purple, red, green, and a kaleidoscope of other colors advertised Tarot readings, palm readings, and psychic interventions. Vendors occupied other tents that sold crystals, incense, herbs, soaps, post cards, clothing, artwork, and pottery among other items of interest.

      Sherry breathed in deeply the scents of blueberry scones, coffee, pizza, fried dough, and roasted onions that wafted past on the gentle, but chilly March breeze.

      “Sherry, Sherry, over here.”

      Sherry turned to see her friends, Ruby Howe, the elderly witch who ran Howe’s Herb Shoppe along with her daughter and granddaughter, and Cecelia Eruydice Amundson, an angel in more ways than one, who ran the local music shop. They were seated at one of the small white tables with matching iron scroll back chairs arranged around the area of the festivities,  both smiling widely as they gestured for her to join them.

      So far, this was proving to be Sherry’s favorite Havenwood Falls event. The blending of human residents and supernaturals in town was usually a time of trepidation and worry. Would the humans realize exactly what was so special about their neighbors? Or would they all pass each other, smiling and chatting, without any indication of discovering the biggest secret any town could have? So far, things had been handled beautifully by the supernaturals, and no one was the wiser who didn’t need to know the truth about this amazing place nestled between the mountains in Colorado. Sherry hoped it would always remain that way.

      Havenwood Falls was the best place she’d ever lived. Of course, her lover Rusty Higgins, was probably the biggest reason she loved living here, but it didn’t hurt that the air was clean and crisp, and that the coffee was heavenly. Speaking of which, she was finding herself in need of some of that caffeine sustenance right about now.

      Sherry sat down gratefully, signaling to a young girl circling through the crowded food court area with an order pad in one hand and a feather pen in the other.

      “Hey, Sherry,” said the pretty girl with a wide smile. “What can I get for you?”

      “Coffee and a blueberry scone would be perfect,” Sherry answered. Ruby and Cecelia ordered scones as well, but each requested tea instead of coffee.

      The girl returned a few minutes later, and the women stopped remarking on the beautiful weather long enough to enjoy their order.

      “What is it about food tasted outdoors being better than the same food eaten inside?” Sherry asked as she took a bite of her scone. She groaned with pleasure upon chewing the warm confection. She was certain there was some special ingredient in this that made it taste so good, because it tasted both delightful and sinful, and she did not feel one bit guilty for eating it.

      “So, what’s first on the agenda?” Sherry asked her companions as she licked crumbs from her fingers. She took a long swallow of her coffee, sighing in contentment.

      It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, but brought just a hint of warmth on this mid-March day in the mountains, and everyone around her was smiling and enjoying being outdoors. She nodded and waved to a few people she knew as she scanned the crowds that swirled and ebbed around them.

      “So, here’s a map of the vendors and shops that are open today for the fair.” Cecelia placed a paper map on the table in front of them. The three bent toward the paper just as a shadow passed over. Sherry glanced over her shoulder and noticed a man standing a few feet away, his head blocking the morning sun.

      Turning her head slightly to see him better, she was surprised by the way he was dressed. His dark suit reminded her of the ones worn by students imitating pilgrims. He stood stiffly as if wanting her to notice him. His expression struck her as both sad and urgent. He moved toward her but a passing crowd of people stopped his forward momentum. By the time they passed and she could see around them, he was gone.

      Sherry shivered slightly, a reaction to something she couldn’t explain. Was that man one of the performers who would be in the gazebo later today? Perhaps a re-enactor? The town had been around a long time, but she was sure it was not from the time period his clothing had hinted at, although maybe the actors were dressing in costumes just for fun. She knew of friends back in Albuquerque who’d enjoyed dressing in costumes to go to places like Dragon Cons . . . but this festival hardly resembled the likes of those. She shrugged, maybe he was a vendor, and his costume was part of the ambiance to bring customers to his tent.

      “You okay, Sherry?” Cece asked, looking at her with concern.

      “Oh, yeah. Hey, did either of you see that guy wearing that dark suit? The one who looked like a pilgrim?”

      Both of her friends shook their heads.

      “Is something wrong?” Ruby asked.

      Sherry frowned but shook it off. “No, everything’s fine. I just… well, he just looked a little out of place, that’s all.”

      “He’s probably one of the vendors,” Ruby said. “Some of them are wearing costumes. I saw a woman dressed as a gypsy go by earlier with a cart full of bright scarves and things for her tent. Maybe he’s doing the same.”

      “Was the gypsy Callie?” Cece asked.

      Ruby shook her head negatively, “No. I didn’t recognize her. But, Sherry, do you think he might be a vendor?”

      “Maybe . . . ” Sherry glanced around once more, hoping to see him, but he was nowhere in sight.  “Are we ready to go? Do you ladies know what you want to see first?”

      A few hours later, it was already time for lunch. They’d spent the morning wandering around the fair, seeing just about every tent except for the ones on the back row.

      “I think I need something to eat,” Ruby said with a sigh. “Anyone else need a bite?”

      “I’m not hungry,” Cecelia said. As an angel, she rarely ate. “But I’ll sit with you. Sherry, do you want to join us?”

      Sherry was checking over the map and shook her head. “Okay if I join you in a few minutes? There are a few other tents left, and I especially want to check out this one selling crystals––The Crystal Palace. Looks interesting by the description. Where do you think you’ll order from?”

      “Napoli’s,” Ruby said. “I am in the mood for one of their meat lovers pizzas.”

      “That sounds great,” Sherry said, handing her some money. “If you order it, I will be by soon and share a slice with you. Get me a coffee to go with it?”

      Pocketing Sherry’s money and confirming her coffee order, Ruby slipped her arm through the crook of Cecelia’s elbow and the two were soon lost to sight in the crowd.

      Sherry turned back toward the last row of tents and within minutes lost track of time as she checked out the items for sale in each of the booths. She found a very pretty pocket watch with a wolf howling at the moon that she bought for Rusty. At the next, tent she found a quilt with a scalloped border in a pale yellow that she knew would look lovely on the couch in their living room, and would be perfect to curl up under when she was reading.

      She adjusted her purchases and was about to call her shopping done, when she finally saw the sign for the tent she’d been searching for. The Crystal Palace sign was a tiny wooden one, depicting a castle sitting in clouds high on a mountaintop. It swung from two metal hooks on the side of the tent. The beige tent was small, unremarkable, and set slightly apart from the others. Sherry caught a whiff of pleasant smelling incense as a small breeze ruffled the flap at the entrance.

      Sherry entered, briefly closing her eyes at the sudden darkness inside that contrasted so drastically from the brightness outside. A little unsteady, she leaned her hip against a table until she regained her equilibrium.

      “Hello,” she said brightly to the older woman standing in the shadows at the back of the tent. The woman nodded to her, but did not speak. Dark eyes stared back at her without blinking, and Sherry laughed nervously to cover the awkward silence.

      Looking around the tent, Sherry’s attention was caught by a display of earrings, necklaces, key chains, and bracelets, all of which featured crystals and stones of different colors and sizes. There was a table filled with carved boxes and another table with crystals and stones in separate compartments, small cards explaining their names and what their uses were. Incense burned from a small bowl on each table, the smoke rising slightly into the air before disappearing.

      Outside, Sherry could faintly hear people talking and laughing, but inside, she felt suddenly very alone. How odd, she thought. She was uncomfortable and hesitant, unsure if she should stay or leave. It felt like the temperature had dropped ten degrees since coming inside.

      “My name’s Sherry, and you are . . . ?” The other woman didn’t answer, only stared as Sherry continued, “So, umm . . . what would you say are some of your best pieces of jewelry? Any suggestions on what I might like?”

      Again, the woman didn’t move or speak, unsettling Sherry even further. What is this woman’s problem? Doesn’t she want to sell anything?

      As if reading her mind, the woman slowly moved toward Sherry. Lifting a weathered finger, the odd shopkeeper pointed toward a pretty carved box that Sherry hadn’t noticed before. It was dark wood, with a velvet-lined interior on which rested a pale pink stone in a perfect oval shape. On closer examination, Sherry noticed the stone had a milky white interior, like a cloud was lost in its center.

      “Oh, that’s very pretty.” Leaning closer, she picked up the stone nearly dropping it when a warm tingling traveled up her arm. A whisper in her mind, like the wind rustling leaves in a cemetery, stilled her heart. Be careful of the man who seeks the stone. His heart is broken, his anger greater than blood and bone. Help him find the one who’s lost, her love and his into time tossed. Take to the lady of red before all is bleak, for she will have the answers you seek.

      Sherry shook her head, glancing around quickly to see if anyone else had heard the voice. Unfortunately, there was no one but her and the old woman in the tent. And the old woman still wasn’t talking.

      “How much is this?” Sherry asked, aware that she had to buy the stone now if only to figure out the mystery attached to it.

      The woman held up five fingers. Sherry reached into her wallet, pulled out a five, handed it to the woman, and took the box from the table. Just as she was about to turn away, the woman grabbed her by the wrist, preventing Sherry from departing. It happened so quickly, Sherry barely had time to react before the woman finally spoke. “Time comes for us all, and takes what it will. You cannot hold time from its true course.”

      Wrenching her arm free, Sherry realized the old woman’s voice sounded nothing like the one she’d heard in her mind just moments before. That one had sounded ancient and wise, and this woman’s voice set her bones on edge.

      The old woman looked away, shaking her head and pursing her lips once more.

      “Excuse me . . . ?” Sherry asked, but woman was silent. Sherry turned around and quickly left the dark interior, breathing a sigh of relief when she felt the fresh air outside the tent.

      Sherry pocketed the box and made her way toward where she was meeting her friends when she saw the strange man again. He was standing at the edge of the square, a look of hunger and such sadness in his eyes that her breath caught in her throat. She stopped so quickly that people bumped into her as she fought the urge to follow the man when he turned and disappeared.

      “Sherry! Hey, Sherry, wait for me,” Rusty called.

      “Hey,” Sherry said with a big smile. She walked into Rusty’s arms and hugged him, bags rustling as they embraced. “What are you doing here? I thought you had to patrol the woods today to make sure no one wandered off?” She rubbed her cheek against his, the musky smell of his skin making her wish they were back in their cabin instead of in the crowded square.

      “I was, but told Ric I needed to grab a bite to eat. I was hoping to run into you,” he said with a growl that ended in a deep kiss she answered with a moan before pushing him slightly away so she could look up into his eyes. “I’m meeting Cece and Ruby for lunch. We’re having Napoli’s. Want to join us?”

      “I would love—” Just then the walkie-talkie at his hip barked, and he sighed. “Guess food will have to wait. I need to go.”

      “One more kiss?” Sherry asked. Without waiting for an answer, she leaned into his embrace once more, bags dropping to the ground as she pulled his face close and kissed him hard.

      “See you later,” she breathed softly as she released him. Rusty left, walkie-talkie pressed to his ear, but stopped at the edge of the tent row blowing her a kiss before disappearing in the same direction the other man had recently disappeared into.

      Sherry picked up her bags when her eye was caught by a quick movement. The man stood at the edge of the street. His hand was resting on a fence as he studied her. He glanced into the tent she’d just left, causing Sherry to turn and look at what had caught his attention.

      The old woman stood at the open flap of the tent, her face twisted into a cruel, smug smile as she studied the man a moment more before turning back inside.

      So strange. I wonder if they know each other, Sherry thought as she rushed to find her way through the crowds and toward the tables in front of Napoli’s where Ruby and Cecelia, and a fully loaded meat lovers pizza, were waiting for her.

      Shaking off her nervousness at the strange exchange between the gypsy woman and the man, Sherry sat down with her friends and bit into a slice of the Italian deliciousness.

      “Oh gosh,” she said as juice and sauce dripped down her chin, “that is soooo good.”

      Ruby chuckled handing Sherry a napkin.

      “Thanks,” Sherry said, wiping her chin. Finishing a bite of pizza, she set the slice back on the paper plate with the colorful Napoli’s logo on it. She took a long swallow of the coffee, grateful for the rush of warmth that took the chill from the last half hour out of her body.

      “How was the shopping? Looks like you found a few more things,” said Cece, her eyes locking on Sherry’s with an interested glance.

      “Oh, yes,” Sherry said. Glancing down she looked in the bags that lay next to her chair, “I bought a quilt. I also found a really cool pocket watch for Rusty. Speaking of which, I saw him while I was out wandering about.”

      “Oh, that explains the messed up lipstick,” Ruby said with a laugh as Sherry grabbed her mouth before realizing her friend was teasing her.

      “Well,” Sherry said, flipping her hand in a casual wave, “we did say hello to each other… a few times.”

      The three women laughed, and Sherry, glancing into the crowd, gasped when she caught sight of the man watching her through a gap in the crowd.

      “Sherry, you okay?” Cece asked twisting around in her seat.

      “Yes,” Sherry said after a minute of scanning the crowd. “I just saw that man again. The one in the strange costume.”

      “Where?” Both women looked in the direction Sherry was pointing, but it was obvious they hadn’t seen him.

      “There, no . . . never mind. He’s gone.”

      Sherry finished her pizza while her friends looked at her with varying expressions of concern.

      “I saw him near the last row of tents. He was watching me. When Rusty left, he had to have passed right by the guy. I saw him again just before I came back here. And here’s the weird thing—I think he and the gypsy woman know each other.”

      “What makes you say that?” Ruby asked. “Are you sure you’re okay? You look pretty pale.”

      “Yes, I’m fine. Really,” Sherry answered. “There was something sad about him, more than threatening. I’m not sure why, but I think he followed me back here.”

      Cece glanced over at Ruby and then back to Sherry. “Why do you think he’s following you?”

      “I don’t know, but he went to the tent when I left there. I saw him go inside.”

      “So, maybe he wants a stone or a crystal?” said Ruby. She didn’t appear at all nervous or uncomfortable with any of it, and Sherry felt reassured by Ruby’s calm demeanor.

      “Yeah, I know how it sounds . . . crazy. I get that, but I still can’t get it out of my system that he is following me for some reason. And his eyes . . . they are so very sad and a bit desperate, like he lost something and wants it back.”

      “Hmmm . . .” Cecelia looked at Sherry and said, “Do you think he’s dangerous? Do we need to let Sheriff Kasun know about him? Did you tell Rusty about him?”

      “You know,” Sherry said thoughtfully, rubbing her hand along the side of her cheek as if weary, “I didn’t tell Rusty a thing. I should have, but I wasn’t sure what I would tell him. He’d probably think I was imaging it, and I am not sure what I would tell Sheriff Kasun, either. The man hasn’t done anything. He might have a perfectly good reason for being the same places I am, right?”

      The other two exchanged a glance but didn’t answer her.

      “Well, I, for one, am not letting this dampen my fun today,” Ruby finally said with a smile. “Did you buy anything at that gypsy’s tent?”

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot. I did buy something, and I need you to see it, Ruby.” Sherry reached into her bag and pulled out a small carved box, opening it to reveal the stone within.

      Cece and Ruby marveled at its color and size. Cece picked up the stone, resting it on her palm then turned it to catch the sun. It sparkled in the light, casting small rainbows onto the table where the facets caught and reflected the beams.

      “That’s beautiful,” Ruby said, leaning forward to get a better look at it.

      “I know, right? It is very pretty and definitely caught my eye.” Sherry frowned. “But the weirdest thing happened when I bought it. First, I heard a voice in my head telling me to give it to you, I think, Ruby. And then, just before I left the tent, the woman grabbed me by the wrist and muttered something about time and how it doesn’t wait, and how it has to follow its true course. It was all very strange.”

      “She asked you to show it to me?” Ruby sounded confused.

      “No, not her. Actually, I’m not sure that I didn’t just imagine the voice,” Sherry admitted. She frowned, deep lines creasing the skin between her eyes. She closed her eyes so she could remember the words. “The voice said something like this. I think this is right . . . First, it warned me of the man I saw earlier today, but also I think now his sadness was actually him pleading with me for help, but I am not sure why. The voice then said I should give the stone to the ‘lady of red’—you, Ruby—and that you’d know what to do. Anyway, I think that’s what it said.”

      Sherry handed the stone back to Ruby, who immediately spoke in a soft voice that gave Sherry chills. “Time is fluid, fickle yet true. Our Howe magic is all that can help you. Discover the lost lovers and reunite them soon, or the current timeline will again become doomed.”

      “Ruby? Are you okay? What did you just say?” Sherry looked at Ruby in concern. Her friend’s face had gone pale the minute she touched the stone.

      Ruby nodded, her voice filled with awe she said, “I heard my mother’s voice. She’s telling me that the man is seeking a lost love. That somehow they were separated in time and that we have to reunite them or something pretty bad might happen.”

      “What will happen?” Sherry asked.

      Ruby shook her head and smiled. “Some secrets need to remain hidden. We need to go back to this tent and get another crystal.”

      Tightening her grip on the stone, she looked toward the row of tents. “Where is this woman you bought the stone from?”

      Before Sherry could answer, the three women were confronted by the mysterious man.

      “I’ll take that,” he said in a strange accent. His eyes looked wild and there was an uncontrolled anger in his posture as he grabbed Ruby’s hand and twisted her wrist until she dropped the stone.

      Sherry caught the object and pulled the stone to her chest while the man dropped Ruby’s hand in defeat, all the anger gone from him as he sank into the chair nearest Cece.

      Standing up, Cece quickly reached out and touched his shoulder, squeezing firmly to hold him in place.

      “We want to help you,” Cece said gently. Her voice was soothing and visibly relaxed the man. Finally, surprising them all, he buried his face in his hands and burst into tears.

      “It’s too late, too late,” he said between great gasps of air.

      “Why don’t you tell us about it? We’ll see if it’s too late.” Cece gave his should a slight squeeze, as if to let him know he could leave if he chose to. Sherry approved of her friend’s tactics as they all reclaimed their seats.

      “Why is it too late?” Sherry asked. She leaned forward and gently pulled his hands from his face.

      “She’s gone. I cannot look any longer. You were my last hope.”

      “Me?” Sherry asked in confusion. “What could I do to help?”

      “You bought the stone . . . the stone that will lead me to my love,” he finished lamely, pain evident in his voice.

      Sherry immediately knew he meant to say something else, but she wasn’t sure what.

      “This stone does not contain the one you seek,” Ruby said gently, “but I know where what you seek is. We need to hurry, though. If we do not find that stone, and get it to the great falls, we will not be able to complete the ceremony in time to release her and send you both back home.”

      “My name is John,” he said, “and her name is Sarah. We were betrothed. Somehow we ended up separated and sent into time. I have spent a long time trying to find her and finally discovered her here, in this time, in this place. She called me to come here, to save her. I cannot lose her again.”

      “Sherry, do you remember which tent it was that you bought that stone in?” Ruby asked. She had taken John by the arm and was pulling him to his feet.

      “Yes,” Sherry said, rising from her chair.

      They hurried toward the row of tents with Sherry leading the way. When they arrived at the tent, they all breathed a sigh of relief. Unfortunately, their relief was short lived when John rushed forward, running inside with hope illuminating his face. The women heard his cry of despair and hurried to join him, knowing already what they would find.

      The tent was empty, just as they’d suspected. The woman and all her items were gone.

      John knelt in the center of the tent, his sobs so powerful his whole body was shaking. His hopes of being reunited with his love had just vanished. Sherry looked at Ruby and Cece.

      “We have to find the old woman,” she stated desperately.

      “We don’t know where she went. She could be anywhere by now,” Cece replied sadly.

      “It hasn’t been that long, she couldn’t have gotten far. Maybe someone nearby knows when she left and where she went. I’ll call Rusty for help.”

      Grabbing her cell phone, she stepped away and was about to dial Rusty’s number when a voice at her elbow said, “Are you looking for the gypsy?”

      Slipping her phone back in her pocket, Sherry turned to face the speaker and nodded.

      A young woman stood next to her with a worried look on her face. “Is that man okay?”

      “Yes . . . well, no . . . but he will be. Do you know where the old woman went?” Sherry stepped closer in desperate need of an answer.

      “Oh yes, she went that way.” The woman pointed toward the edge of the square that headed in the direction of the woods at the edge of town. “She just packed up her stuff, put it in a wagon, and dragged it all off in that direction. I asked her where she was going, but she didn’t answer me, just took off and that was the last I’ve seen of her.”

      Sherry thanked the woman for the information and turned to Ruby, who nodded knowingly. They’d still need Rusty’s help to find the woman, especially if she was headed for the woods, and they were running out of time. Sherry pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed Rusty’s number. He answered on the second ring.

      “Hey, hon, what’s up?” Sherry quickly explained what was going on, at least as much as she dared without first clearing it through Ruby. She wasn’t sure how much she could tell Rusty without breaking a confidence, so she kept it to the barest of information.

      “Can you find her?”

      “I’ll try. Where would you like me to bring her when I do?”

      “Just call me when you find her, and we’ll meet you there. We are running out of time, Rusty. Please hurry.”

      They clicked off, and Sherry returned to John and her friends.

      “Rusty will find her,” Sherry stated with confidence, hoping it wasn’t a lie.

      “Where will he bring her?” Ruby asked, looking up at the sky. They only had a few hours before dark, at which time, travel in the woods might be dangerous.

      “Should we wait here?” Cece asked, looking around.

      “Yes, I think so. I honestly think Rusty will find her fairly quickly,” Sherry said. “The young woman from the tent next door said she hadn’t left too long ago.”

      By the time Rusty called, all their nerves were frayed. They’d had to constantly reassure John that rushing after her would not be a good idea. Cece had gone back to Coffee Haven and gotten them all something to drink. John sat on the ground, his long legs spread out before him fear evident in the way he shrank into his body, defeat and hopelessness emanating off him like a perfume. Sherry nearly jumped out of her skin when her phone finally rang. Looking at the caller ID, she saw Rusty’s name and jumped to her feet and walked away, praying the news was good.

      “I found her. Where do you want us to meet you?”

      “Rusty found her,” Sherry said, trying to keep from shouting in joy. “Where should we meet him?”

      “Can he take her to the waterfalls?” Ruby asked. She had John by the arm, but he looked like he could barely walk, despite the joy on his face.

      Sherry’s breath caught in her throat, and she hoped they weren’t out of time. “Rusty, bring her to the falls. We’ll meet you there.”

      Ten minutes later, they stood in front of the old woman. The sound of the great falls came from nearby, not yet the rush of sound they’d be in another month when the Spring melt would add to its volume. Rusty had the gypsy by the arm, standing next to her wagon with boxes and crates stacked haphazardly on top of each other. Sherry wondered where she’d intended to go. How was she planning to leave Havenwood Falls? On foot with her wagon of goods? Or was she on her way to meet someone who had transport?

      “She’s a witch,” John said as if reading her mind. “She would be able to disappear once she left the protections around Havenwood Falls. And then I would have lost her, and all hope of ever seeing my Sarah again.”

      “Does she know . . . ?” Sherry couldn’t finish the sentence.

      “Yes, she knows what she holds,” John answered. Turning his gaze to the old woman, he said in the strongest voice Sherry had heard from him as of yet, “Now, tell me, witch, where is she? Where is my beloved Sarah?”

      The old woman met his gaze squarely, her lips tightly closed. There was hatred in her eyes, the kind of hatred that defies time. The kind of hatred that speaks of love.

      Sherry moved next to Rusty and gripped his arm. “Has she said anything to you?”

      “Other than to curse me?” he said with a chuckle, not caring that her hatred was directed at him.

      “She cursed you?” Sherry glanced from him to Ruby and back again. “Ruby?” she asked. “Did she curse Rusty?”

      Ruby held out her hands, quickly running them around Rusty’s head and over his heart.

      “No, she didn’t. She was only spouting threats.” Ruby moved closer to the old witch and stared deeply into her eyes as she repeated John’s question. “Where is she?”

      The old woman broke contact first, her eyes sliding to one of the larger boxes before looking away.

      Ruby quickly grabbed the box and pulled it from the wagon. Opening the container, she found yet another box locked within. Putting her hands over it, she mumbled an incantation. A glow appeared around the seam just as the top popped open. Ruby stared into a pile of stones and crystals and frowned as the old woman laughed.

      Using her hereditary Howe magic, Ruby closed her eyes and pulled the crystal forward with a simple chant. “Come to me, stone of old. Precious for that in which you hold. Reveal yourself, unto me. As I will it, so mote it be.”

      The crystal rose from the pile and into the air, glowing with a brilliant white light ringed with yellow before falling into her hand. Closing the crystal into her fist, she turned to John with a smile.

      “Are you ready, John?”

      He stood taller, his face white, but his expression resolute. He nodded and stepped forward.

      The old woman glared at them, but did not interfere as they all moved toward the great falls that gave Havenwood Falls its name. Rusty gripped the old woman’s upper arm firmly, keeping her from escaping. Holding onto Sherry’s hand with his free one, he offered his silent protection, for which Sherry was very grateful.

      When they reached the edge of the water near the falls, Ruby submerged the crystal below the water. Closing her eyes, she gathered her thoughts then spoke. “Howe magic flows through my veins, allowing me to shift time and affect real change. Release the soul trapped within, reuniting these lovers and saving my friends.”

      Almost immediately, there was a ripple in the air that sent waves of power swirling about them all. The old woman moaned and fell to the ground, unconscious as a cloud gathered near the crystal in Ruby’s hand. The white mist shrank in upon itself, and from the center rose a shadow that became a shape, which finally revealed itself to be a beautiful young woman in pilgrim dress that matched John’s attire.

      John cried out and ran forward, pulling the woman into a tight embrace.

      “Sarah!” he cried, wrapping his arms around her as they simply held each other, at a loss for words.

      Sherry gripped Rusty’s hand so hard he growled slightly at the pain, but she didn’t let go. Rusty pulled her closer and the two watched, along with Ruby and Cece, as the time-traveling couple were finally reunited in the same time and place.

      “Sarah, oh, Sarah, my love, it’s really you?” His voice was both awed and amazed. His eyes bored into Sarah’s with an intensity that burned the air between them.

      “John, my darling, yes, it’s really me.” Sarah reached out and touched John’s face with such tenderness that Sherry’s heart swelled with pride that she’d played a small part in reuniting them.

      They kissed, a tender kiss that spoke of their true feelings for each other, then both pulled back staring into each other’s eyes with longing and joy. John couldn’t stop touching her face, as if he was afraid she would be pulled away from him again.

      “I’m not going anywhere, John,” Sarah said, laughing gaily.

      Rusty cleared his throat, glancing apologetically at the pair as he said, “It’s growing dark. Perhaps we should get back to town?”

      Sarah looked around, blushing bright red and burying her face in John’s chest when she realized they were not alone.

      “How did you free me?” Sarah asked him.

      “With the help of these people,” John waved toward Sherry and the others. “I followed you here, tracking the old woman, a minor witch herself. She had disguised herself as a gypsy. I knew she had the means that held you, but also, that there was another I’d need to seek help from in order to set you free. I tried to buy it from the witch, but she refused.” John turned to Sherry. “Then she sold it to you instead, so I planned to steal it from you,” John admitted. “I’m sorry if I scared you, but once you purchased the stone that was the key to freeing my bride I had to find a way to get it back.”

      Sherry waved her hand, dismissing his apology as unnecessary. “You could have just told me about it. I would have given it to you.”

      “Would you? If so, you would be an uncommon human,” John answered.

      “That she is,” Rusty said, squeezing her tightly to his side. “But really, we need to get back to town. I need to take this witch to Sheriff Kasun and see if he wants to do anything with her, and we really need to be back in town before full dark. It isn’t safe around here at night.”

      Sherry and Ruby nodded, while Cece just smiled. She wasn’t afraid of anything, Sherry remembered.

      John held Sarah’s hand, and the two of them walked slightly behind everyone else. Rusty picked up the old woman who refused to move and was still glaring at them all. She protested about going into town, whining that she’d done nothing wrong, but Rusty refused to let her off the hook.

      He got on his walkie-talkie and asked if someone could meet him at the edge of the square to collect her and take her to the sheriff’s office. Arrangements made for her transfer Rusty turned to Sarah and asked, “How did you come to be trapped in the crystal in the first place?”

      Sarah sighed, looking at John, she said when he nodded approval, “Ah yes, that’s an interesting story. It happened in 1692. A demon, whose name I never knew, trapped me in the crystal with the secret of my release set in the stone. Another witch tried to save us, casting a spell that was supposed to fix it all, but I remained trapped.”

      “Last year, I regained my powers,” John said, “and I began to search for my love in earnest. I tracked Sarah’s presence to the old woman, and then tracked the old woman to Havenwood Falls. We are originally from Salem, Massachusetts, and it’s my hope that we can return there together.” He looked to Sarah for confirmation.

      Sarah nodded, a wide smile gracing her face as she gazed into her lover’s eyes. “I will go wherever you are, my love. For all time.”

      When they reached the edge of the woods, the old woman was handed over to Sheriff Kasun with Rusty’s promise to stop by later and fill out a report.

      “Well, that’s that,” said Ruby with a sigh. She looked tired, and Sherry hugged her friend before asking if she wanted company on her way home.

      “That’s okay,” Cece said, taking Ruby’s hand. “I’ll walk her home. You get some time with Rusty, Sherry. We’ll catch up on everything else tomorrow. If the sheriff needs any more information, make sure he contacts us, okay Rusty?”

      Rusty nodded, and the two women headed toward their homes.

      Sherry watched them go, leaning into Rusty’s warmth as the star speckled sky overhead lent an air of mystery and magic to the night. He put his arms around her, pulling her into his chest, and she sighed at the feel of his strong heart beating against her back.

      Sarah and John were equally entranced with each other, their gazes barely leaving one another’s face. So much time wasted, so much more time to make up for it.

      Watching them leave and walk back toward Whisper Falls Inn, where John had a room, Sherry hoped they would make the most of the time they had left.

      Somehow, Sherry had a feeling they would.
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        * * *

      

      Want more Sherry and Rusty? Read Old Wounds (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Susan Burdorf, available now. And read Cecelia’s story, Rock Me Gently (A Havenwood Falls Novel) by Susan Burdorf, also available now.
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            A Teeny Weeny Springtime Faerie Tale

          

          By T.V. Hahn

        

      

    

    
      Late April in Havenwood Falls meant a blanket of snow still enveloped much of the landscape, but the temperatures were rising above the freezing mark during the day. Peacock Lake had begun to thaw, as the triplet falls trickled into it.

      Slightly west of the lake, Teeny Weeny Tahini—known by a few as Siobhan McFeeny, her fae name—had begun the process of re-opening her tiny A-frame cabin for the upcoming summer. She had sent her owl-shifting nephew Mat a few days ahead of her to shovel off the porch before she shimmered up to her mountain refuge.

      As Teeny hummed and swept the light dusting of snow that had gathered on the porch, she smiled at the crocuses that dared to press upward from the snowy quilt that kept their bulbs warm throughout the fierce winter. Mat flew above the cabin, keeping watch on his dear aunt and a lookout for the pixie sisters, as they were to arrive shortly to begin preparing for the Spring Fae May Day celebration.

      A hoot echoed through the air as he forewarned his aunt of the incoming parade of sprites heading to the cabin, throwing tiny snowballs at one another as they tripped and skittered through the stand of bristlecone pine trees. Aeri ran ahead of the troop and nearly fell at Teeny Weeny’s feet, as she splayed a handful of purple and white columbines on the porch steps.

      “We’re ready to set up the Maypole for our faerie circle, Siobhan. Look at the beautiful flowers growing near Peacock Lake,” the pixie blurted as she brushed the snow off her knees.

      “We’ve got lots of ribbons for the Maypole!” shouted Enya, as she hurried to join her fellow imp, with Tierri and Ushka close behind.

      The four pixies gathered on Teeny’s stoop, waving and dragging their multicolored ribbons across the light spread of snow, creating serpentine trails in their wake.

      “The ribbons are fabulous! I am never sure where you find so many different shades of ribbons,” Teeny praised. “I think you must spin them from a magic spinning wheel. Take them down to the faerie circle by Peacock Lake, and I will be there shortly to help you set them up for the spring fest. I already had Mat help me set up the Maypole there.”

      Teeny Weeny Tahini was her town moniker, but in the woods and with her pixie wards, she was Siobhan the Spring Fae Queen of the Isle of Gwynf’l. She would lead the pixies in the spring ritual to greet the spring spirits and ask for their blessings. Every first of May, regardless of the weather, the ribbons were tethered to the top of the Maypole, and the fae would dance intricately around the pole, a ribbon end in each hand. The progression of the dance, with a little faerie dust from the queen’s stash to give a little uplift to the pixies’ steps, produced a beautiful woven Maypole of extraordinary colors.

      The pixies collected their ribbons, breaking into a tug of war, which Teeny had to break up to get them back on track, and teasingly chased them off with her broom.

      Teeny finished sweeping the porch, put the broom away, and grabbed a small silk pouch of faerie dust—“just in case”—from the chest in the great room and stuffed it in the pocket of her fleece-lined suede coat. She then headed out of the cabin, locking the door with the pearl key she scooped out of her other pocket.

      When she arrived at the edge of the faerie circle, which would be inundated with golden rod come summer, there was no sign of the pixies anywhere. She called out to each them by name, then heard their little murmurs behind a large spruce off to the side of the snowy field. She found the little pixies all huddled together, shaking like leaves, their eyes as big as saucers.

      “Are you playing hide and seek with me now?” Teeny asked.

      “Shhhhh! Not so loud,” whispered Aeri, who was clearly frightened.

      “What are you so scared of?”

      “Didn’t you see the monster footprints on our circle?” quivered Ushka.

      “And the Maypole is broken!” Tierri continued.

      “And there’s blood!” added Enya with a shudder.

      Teeny Weeny wrapped her arms around the huddle of pixies, trying to ease their anxiety, and assured them it was probably nothing, but she would go check it out.

      Teeny examined the faerie circle, and indeed there were extremely large footprints leading from the lake into the faerie circle. Only the shaft of the Maypole was left sticking out of the ground, and drops of blood followed the footprints that led out north of the circle and into the depths of the forested mountain. Teeny stepped into one of the footprints, and walked it heel to toe to measure five complete steps, giving the footprint a length of approximately two feet. And now Teeny shuddered.

      The four foot five Faerie Queen—and town palm reader—clapped her hands around her mouth and sent out a series of clicks and snaps into the crisp spring air. Not soon after her call, Mat appeared, soaring from the triplet falls and landing at the west end of Peacock Lake.

      Teeny unveiled the faerie circle crime scene to Mat, and requested that he search out the area for any signs of a giant that may be lurking in the nearby woods. She told him she would take the pixies back to the cabin, and batten down the hatches until he returned.

      “I’ll leave the loft window open for you,” she told him as she sent him off on his mission.

      Back at the cabin, the pixies sat close to the pot belly stove, stuffed with burning pine logs, to shake off the chill that had taken over their tiny bodies in the wake of the overwhelming threat that invaded their circle and squashed their plans for the spring fest.

      Teeny shimmied up the knotted rope to the loft and opened the front window, hoping Mat would return before dark. She gathered some warm garments for him from the large wooden chest in the loft so he could dress once he shifted to his human form.

      When she shimmied back down to the great room, the pixies had already forgotten their fears, and Ushka and Enya were wrestling one another, with Tierri and Aeri coaxing them on the sidelines.

      Teeny set out to start a pot of vegetable stew, when Mat fluttered through the loft window and perched on the railing of the loft. Right behind him, the luminescent green wings of Cyllene came swirling through the window, and she took a landing right next to the handsome white owl.

      “I left some clothes out for you on the bed upstairs, so you can go ahead and change,” Teeny informed her nephew. “And hello, Silly Annie, come on down and join us!”

      Teeny gathered the necessary utensils to set up the little funnel megaphone for the lithe nymph to converse, and Cyllene took her standard station at the tip of the funnel.

      Several white feathers came drifting down from the loft, as Mat’s owl shape metamorphosed into a human form. Once fully changed and clothed, Mat leapt down from the loft, which was more like a step, considering he was nearly six-and-a-half feet tall and the loft only stood a mere seven feet above the great room.

      Cyllene began jabbering away about the giant Mat was sent to hunt down, and the massive footprints that appeared at Peacock Lake. Whether it was the incessant jabber of the moth-like nymph or the mention of the giant footprints, one was not sure, but the pixie sisters stopped their wrestling and began to quiver and shake all over again.

      Teeny patted their small heads, trying to calm them down, and asked Mat to fill her in on what he found.

      “Well, it does appear that a strange creature has wondered into our little canyon. I’m not sure what it is, but I will describe him to you. He is nearly ten feet tall—” Mat began.

      “Ten feet!” wailed Ushka, and all the pixies started running around in circles, shaking their little heads and waving their tiny hands in the air.

      “The creature is covered with long white fur, sort of like an ermine, but more like hair almost. I think he’s injured,” Mat continued.

      Teeny rubbed her chin thoughtfully, then responded, “It might be a Yeti, but if it is, it has certainly wandered far from its Himalayan homeland.” Teeny smiled when she said this, since it appealed to her love for alliteration.

      The room now filled with pixie cries of “Yeti! Yeti! My spaghetti!! and “Hima Lalaland!” and other such feverous rants. Needless to say, the rants threw the sister sprites into fits of laughter as they rolled around on the great room floor, once again forgetting their fears.

      Teeny just rolled her eyes at the silly imps and turned to Mat to lay out a plan. “It’s almost dark, and there’s no sense in going out tonight, especially since it’s apt to be down to below freezing again.”

      Mat would go out in the morning and locate the giant beast, reporting its whereabouts to his aunt once known. Teeny would then shimmer to the creature to examine its like, and if her suspicions were correct about the Yeti, then she would see what she could do to administer her healing power to it. She explained to Mat that Yetis tended to be loners, and typically they were afraid of humans. Not that she or Mat were human, but they would appear so to the Yeti. They were docile creatures, but if he was a Yeti, he must have been terribly lost and she would have to figure a way to resolve that.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Mat arose shortly after sunrise. He re-opened the loft window they closed the night before, in preparation, and began his shift. It was not necessary for Mat to undress as his snow owl form was considerably smaller then the well-built frame of Mat’s human body. He simply stretched his arms out, tilted his head with its massive locks of white, brown, and gold, and allowed the transition to take place. His hair shortened into a snowy mantle, as his arms began to sprout feathers. His legs became the legs and claws of an owl, and the arms were replaced by the glorious wings of the fowl within him. Once completely transformed, his clothing lay on the loft room floor, and Mat took flight through the open window.

      Teeny had awakened and was already brewing a pot of tea for herself and the pixies. Cyllene stretched and yawned as she listened to her idol putter around the small kitchen area of the A-frame. The pixies, on the other hand, albeit the small beings that they were, snored as if they were hibernating bears.

      Mat had returned unbeknownst to Teeny, and when she turned to place the tea kettle on the hot-pad, she was startled to see the snowy owl perched upon the table, his amber eyes sparkling at his beloved aunt.

      “Ah, I’m guessing you found him.”

      A series of owl trills confirmed this, and he continued with his hoots and clicks as he described the specific location of the wayward soul. Teeny nodded, listening intently, with Cyllene astonished at her friend’s prowess with animal languages.
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        * * *

      

      Mat’s record of the beast’s station led Teeny Weeny’s mind to near Gruff the troll’s cave. Gruff would be in quite a fret if he knew a strange and large creature was so close by. He had a difficult enough time knowing the frost dragons’ cave was often just on the other side of his mountain.

      Teeny gathered her faerie aid kit and directed Mat and Cyllene to meet her at the spot, as she would shimmer there. The air around her rippled, looking like a mirage effect, as she became translucent then invisible and the rippling disappeared.

      When the shimmer reappeared, Teeny Weeny found the white hairy beast was indeed in pain, whimpering and groaning of its ailment. Teeny eyed what looked like a sharp stick lodged in the three-toed foot of the Yeti, blood dripping from the entry point.

      Teeny emitted soothing grunts and gurgles to the Yeti, to assure him that she was there to help him and to not be afraid, as she moved closer to examine the injury.

      Along with the stick, a lavender ribbon was also matted in the blood crusted wound, and Teeny realized that the Yeti had stepped on the Maypole and broke it in half, with the top section still impaled in its foot.

      She removed a pink silk pouch and the ointment bottle from her faerie aid kit, and knelt down by the ape-like animal’s large bipod. She tried as gently as possible to remove the injurious thorn from its foot, but as she did, the beast let out a roar so enormous that it resounded throughout the forest and could be heard well below Peacock Lake.

      Unbeknownst to Teeny Weeny, the pixies had been hiding behind a nearby tree, scrutinizing Teeny and her patient, until the beast had roared. The sisters then all at once screamed and wailed and climbed up the tree as quickly as possible, to a safer distance.

      Startled and annoyed by the painful roar of the Yeti and frightened outcries of the pixies, Gruff had followed the sounds that invaded his cave, to find Teeny, Mat, and Cyllene hovering over some unknown creature that lay splayed far too close to his territory. Not to mention the nervous chattering that exuded from the tree branches above was more of a disturbance than he could accept.

      “What’s this?” Gruff implored gruffly.

      “It’s a Yeti, Gruff. Obviously lost and wounded. I’m going to try to help him, but he’s going to need to stay someplace until his foot heals. Maybe your cave?” Teeny gave the troll the run-down of the situation.

      “Oh no, no! Don’t think so!” Gruff refused.

      “Gruff, he is gentle, it will be okay. I’ll check on him daily, and bring you cookies.”

      The bribe worked, and Gruff acquiesced, while Teeny Weeny dressed the wound with her scarf—after applying her ointment with a dash of faerie dust, for good measure. She turned to the Yeti and grunted to let him know that it needed to follow the troll to a safe haven.

      The beast nodded and turned over, crawling on its hands and knees, toward the hole in the mountain where Gruff led him.

      Over the next few days, Teeny and the pixies visited Gruff and his unexpected guest, always with a plate of cookies to appease the troll. The pixies became very attached to the Yeti, as he would let them jump and dance all over him, twisting his long white hairs into braids, and adding a colorful ribbon here and there.

      Other than all the commotion the pixies always brought with them, even Gruff was becoming more amenable to the Yeti inhabiting his home.

      It appeared that the Yeti also liked cookies, and the two starkly different creatures would grunt and gobble the delicious treats Teeny Weeny brought in a happy commune. The pixies picked up the cookie crumbs and nibbled at the tiny bits.

      While Teeny Weeny was nursing and nourishing the cave of critters, Mat had found a white birch branch to whittle and fashion a fresh Maypole for his fae family.

      May Day had arrived!

      Mat and Cyllene circled above the Maypole as they watched Teeny lead the pixie sisters in the intricate dance of flowers and ribbons that wove around the pole in vibrant splendor. The Yeti healed, and now dubbed by the pixies as HimaLaLa, stood on the outskirts of the faerie circle with his new found chum and cave mate Gruff. Finished with their ceremony, the pixies began to dance around HimaLaLa, who looked much like the Maypole itself, with its braids of radiant ribbons.

      The Spring Spirits were sure to bless this enchanted ensemble of fae and friends.
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        * * *

      

      Read about Teeny Weeny and friends in The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn & Kristie Cook, available now. And watch for The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn, coming March 2019.
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            Midsummer Night’s Scream

          

          By T.V. Hahn

        

      

    

    
      I beckoned Irene Beckett into my parlor, having opened the front door a nanosecond before she had to lift the heavy dragon shaped door knocker. Whether Irene was early (most always) or late, she was always fascinated that I welcomed her just as she was approaching my palm reading shop here on Main.

      This was Irene’s monthly appointment for her psychic reading. Now retired, Irene had been a school teacher for so long in Havenwood Falls, she felt as if she were one of the Old Families. In spite of the fact that normally psychic stuff would grate against her “educated” persona, she was incredibly enamored with my regular readings. Partially because my readings were always accurate, partially because her stature was fairly close to mine, being that she only stood barely five foot tall—I made her comfortable—and partially because we had known each other for forty or so years.

      I knew Irene used these sessions hoping to gain insight into the town’s interesting inhabitants, and of course to stay one up on her gossip confidantes Biddie Half Moon and the Carson sisters. She was especially excited today, because her appointment this month was slated for only a day before the Midsummer Night’s Terrors Festival, which always proved to leave the town talking about something or someone.

      “You look particularly comfortable today, Irene! I love the sequined sweatpants. Here let me place your walker over by the doorway, and take a seat,” I said as I escorted Mrs. Beckett to an overstuffed chair I had moved to the reading table. Usually, there were tufted stools for the patrons to sit on, but I never took a chance that Irene might tumble off one of the stools, being that she was a tad frail, and I also didn’t want to overwork the spell(s) that Stella Daryn had secretly cast to protect Irene’s left hip.

      Irene took her place at the table and pushed her black horn-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose, as they had slid down a tad during her entrance.

      “And of course your outfit is exquisite, Madame Tahini! I know Biddie is extremely jealous of your flowing skirts,” Irene remarked as she adjusted her seating in the large overstuffed chair.

      “Well, if Biddie was not such a penny-pincher, she could have Nina Messina really add some pizazz to her wardrobe.”

      That sent Irene into fits of snorting laughter, but once she regained her composure, she replied, “Nina did the sequins on my outfit, naturally. I am so glad she came to Havenwood Falls and you introduced me to her. She always seems to have the most appropriate design envisioned for me, almost like magic.”

      “Yes, well as Nina would say, ‘not magic, just skill,’ but I wonder at times too. So, let’s see what the spirits have in store for you today, Mrs. Beckett,” I said, moving the subject to the business at hand.

      The lights in my parlor dimmed as I took my customary position on the other side of the table, with my swirling glass globe of colored gases. I never had to play with a light switch or rheostat for that to occur—the spirits knew what to do.

      I bowed my head in respect and began my chant for Irene’s reading:

      
        
        
        Spirits Above, Spirits Beyond

        Let your guidance be our bond

        Show what can be foreseen

        Bring me your visions in between

        Check it for the soul of Beckett

        Keep it serene for the mind of Irene

        Spirits Beyond, Spirits Above

        We seek your wisdom and your love.

      

        

      

      The scent of lavender filled my parlor, and a soft light purple cloud began to swirl around Irene’s head, as she was coaxed into a pleasant, tranquil half-sleep by my guiding spirits.

      I looked into my globe, my “crystal ball,” to grasp what the spirits chose to reveal to me and aide Irene in her search for her truth. The spirits always obliged when it came to Irene’s readings, though “reading” wasn’t exactly the right term, now was it? Even though Irene could be a bit of a skeptic, being a school teacher and all, she was extraordinarily open-minded, thus her infatuation with all the supernaturals that abounded in Havenwood Falls. She consistently tried to explain away their abilities in scientific terms, but as she journaled so many events over the years, her skepticism had subsided quite a bit. Some things just couldn’t be explained in Havenwood Falls.

      A vision of the town square, decked out in Renaissance style, with medieval stalls and costumed characters meandering throughout the scene, appeared within the glass sphere. Bright colorful lights surrounded most of the square and the fountain. The Midsummer Night’s Terrors Terrors Festival that was destined to take place tomorrow, was revealed to me this morning by my loving spirits.

      I could see Irene’s tiny frame moving amongst the crowd of townsfolk. I hummed a calming tune to keep Irene in her trance, as I followed the image of her walking around the daytime festivities. As the hologram of Irene ventured closer to the “games” section of the town square, the bright lights that had surrounded the vision began to dim, and a black smoky stream of air circled the gaming section. There were a couple of high schoolers and one a bit older escorting Irene closer and closer to one of the games. I could not make out who the figures were, but the smoky cloud grew thicker and thicker as Irene approached one of the games. It grew so thick that I completely lost sight of her. Seconds later, the entire vision disappeared from the interior of my crystal ball, and the swirling colored gases returned, as the globe reverted to its dormant state.

      The spirits had shown me what they would, and I would have to interpret from that perspective.

      The lavender scent lifted as the light purple cloud dissipated, and Irene began to awaken from her trance-like slumber.

      “That was refreshing! Did you get any good reads?” Irene responded when she had come to fully.

      “The spirits revealed you enjoying tomorrow’s festival. You get a kick out of Biddie giving the men a run for their money in the pie eating contest, but place your bet on Russell Higgins. Also, I believe the Into the Mystic stall may have a crystal that needs your attention. And Shelf Indulgence is putting out a number of books about the Renaissance that attract you,” I recited the scenes I had envisioned for her.

      “Hmmm,” Irene replied, slightly disappointed. “Not very interesting. Anything else?”

      “Well, yes . . . There is a new roaming minstrel at the festival that you seem to enjoy very much, and follow him around the square, as if he’s the pied piper or something.”

      “Ooh! That sounds good. Maybe I can beat Biddie to him.” She snickered. Biddie was about ten years younger than Irene, who was 70-something, but Biddie fancied herself a cougar, and made after the younger men in their thirties and forties.

      “There is one thing, Irene, I must warn you. Do not go to the games this year.”

      “Why? What happens?” She straightened herself up with renewed interest.

      “I don’t know exactly, but the spirits revealed that something ominous awaits you if you enter that area. It gave me the creepy crawlies.” I shuddered as I repeated my warning to her.

      “Then I will most certainly be cautious and heed your advice. Thank you, Teeny. Even if the spirits had nothing for me, it is always such a relaxing visit when I come here.” With that, she pushed herself up from the overstuffed chair, and I moved the walker over to her side, so that she could gain her footing.

      As she exited the shop, I looked out across Main to view the festival committee members barking orders to some of the high school volunteers as they assembled the arena of stalls, games, and décor in the town square.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Summer Solstice arrived, and the weather magically cooperated, as one would expect in a place like Havenwood Falls. I stood next to my dear friend Mayor Barbie in the gazebo, where she could oversee the entire town square. Easy for her, as she stood over six feet tall. I could barely see past a few heads, even though the gazebo was the highest point in the square. Cyllene, a dryad and my constant companion, rested on my shoulder, as we entertained ourselves by people watching.

      A procession of renaissance-clad marchers waved banners throughout the square, and I eyed Irene Beckett at the Into the Mystic stall. She was purchasing a crystal, and just as she had finished paying Eloise Sinclair for the treasured item, the wandering minstrel passed behind her, cloaked in a velvet cape with fur collar and a tam on his head that had a matching fur band, and a tufted velvet top. He was strumming a lyre and singing a wonderfully sweet madrigal, that apparently caught Irene’s ear, as she turned around and began following him. I asked Cyllene to keep an eye on Irene, and as usual, the little nymph cheerily obliged.

      I turned to the mayor and asked, “What games do they have planned for this year’s festivities?”

      “Some of the usual. The dunking tank that looks a bit like a catapult, but instead of throwing forward, it is supposed to drop the ‘victim’ in the vat of water, if of course the player can hit the mark. They tried to get me to volunteer to be the victim, but the vat is a little too small for me. They created a new one called ‘Burn the Witch.’”

      I looked at the mayor with alarm.

      “It’s not exactly how it sounds. The kids wanted to create something to show how ridiculous the old witch hunts were. It’s actually quite funny. They have an effigy of the classic witch, you know, black dress, pointy black hat, tied to a stake and bundles of twigs stacked around it. The kids have rigged the twigs so they can’t catch fire, but of course the players are unaware of this. The player has to purchase a match and try to ‘Burn the Witch.’ When the player is unable to light the stack of wood, the ‘witch’ cackles at them.”

      Then I asked Barbie about the pie eating contest.

      “The theme pie for this year’s contest is Chawettys, a pork and egg pie, around 15th century. The Home Ec class worked tirelessly this past week preparing them. Get this, Biddie Half Moon signed up for it. The guys better bring their appetites with them to beat her.” The mayor chuckled.

      Laughter and music filled the air, as the residents of Havenwood Falls enjoyed the festival. A large portion of the crowd began heading to the northwest corner of the square, where the games arena was positioned. I suspected the games and fun were about to begin. And sure enough, moments later, I could hear the witch’s cackle, and lots of laughing and taunting rising from that part of the square. I could hear the group of onlookers chanting “Burn the Witch!” and then another cackle and screams of laughter to follow.

      I heard the announcement for the pie eating contest set up just north of the gazebo, along Eleventh Street. I bid a good day to the mayor and headed over to watch Biddie put the pies and guys to the test. I also expected to see Irene there, since Biddie was her bosom buddy, so to speak.

      The contestants stood behind a long table riddled with little meat pies, with their hands all tied behind their backs. Biddie was smack dab in the middle, licking her lips. I wasn’t sure if the lip licking was for the pies, or for all the well-built hunks that flanked her on both sides.

      The Emcee stood next to a large gong and held a large padded hammer in one hand and an even larger hour glass in the other. He turned the hour glass over and banged the gong, announcing the start of the contest. Biddie was first in and was able to grasp one of the small pies with her teeth, trying to manipulate the whole pie into her mouth.

      I saw no trace of Irene at the pie eating contest, but figured maybe she will show up toward the finish. Then again, since she already knew the outcome, she might’ve decided to skip it altogether.

      As revealed, Rusty Higgins, won the contest, devouring twelve tarts in the given time. Biddie came in as runner-up with eleven under her belt, literally. Amazing for such a thin woman to accomplish, but she always seemed to have a hollow leg. The audience cheered the league of eaters as the Emcee deemed Rusty the winner, raising Rusty’s large arm up into the air in victory.

      No sooner was the pie eating contest concluded and the crowd breaking up, when harrowing screams were heard from across the square. There was a commotion coming from the dunking catapult, and it seemed everyone in the square was teeming toward it, Barbie amongst them.

      Cyllene came fluttering back in a tither and motioning me to follow her to the catapult. I hurried as fast as my teeny weeny legs could carry me.

      The dunking attendant was in a fervor, soaking wet, crying and wringing his hands. The vat of water was draining out, and the onlookers peered into the vat as the water level diminished.

      The attendant was explaining to Barbie that Mrs. Beckett was in the catapult seat and the player hit his mark. She was spilt into the vat of water, and the crowd was cheering the player for his marksmanship, but Mrs. Beckett never came up. The vat stood about four feet high, so she easily could have stood up in the water, unless her hip gave out. The attendant had jumped in to rescue her, but he never found her, and that is why they were draining the vat now.

      As the last trickles of water ran out of the vat, it was evident there was no sign of Irene Beckett. Barbie pulled out her cell phone and called Sheriff Kasun to come at once to the Dunkin’ Catapult. She directed that only the witnesses, the attendant, and the player were to remain, and everyone else to go back to enjoying the rest of the festival, while the sheriff did his investigation. I hung back, taking advantage of my small stature to go unnoticed.

      Those who were directed to stay shuffled their feet and murmured suspicions of what could have befallen Mrs. Beckett. Havenwood Falls always seemed to have something mysterious happening. Actually, those who were directed to stay did—except for the player. He, too, seemed to have vanished.

      Sheriff Kasun arrived and began asking questions. No one seemed to have recognized the player, let alone where to or how he disappeared.

      I told the sheriff about Irene’s reading yesterday and described how there seemed to be two high schoolers and one older boy escorting Irene to the games. He growled, nodded, and began to ask the witnesses if they recall Irene coming to the catapult and who was with her.

      Everyone he asked shook their heads. No one was quite sure how Irene Beckett got to the game, or how she even got into the catapult. Not even the attendant.

      The sheriff put his keen sense of smell to work and began sniffing around the vat. He returned to Barbie and me, and whispered, “I smell a mixture of witch, demon, and motorbike oil. Teeny Weeny, do you think you could divine anything from this?”

      “I’ll look into it, Sheriff,” I replied, and of course when I said look into it, I meant into my glass ball.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after the rainstorm had passed and while the human citizens of Havenwood Falls fell into their blissful slumbers, thanks to the Luna Coven’s spell, the supernatural sorts took to their naturally super selves. Wolves, dragons, cats, owls (my nephew Mat included), and all other manner of species roamed and played throughout the town and the surrounding forest, enjoying their night of freedom.

      Cyllene had come back to my townhome with me, and the two of us cozied up in the salon, gazing into the swirling ball. I set up her little funnel microphone, a contraption I devised so that I could understand Cyllene, as she was so small her voice sounded only like a buzz, until it was amplified through the funnel.

      “And then there were these two boys, each of them holding one of her hands and pulling her toward the catapult. She kept saying, ‘no, no,’ but was laughing too, so they continued. There was someone else, a bit older then the two boys, maybe by a year or two. That’s the one who threw the ball at the target. He was strong. I don’t ever remember seeing him, but his eyes looked familiar, and then there was one tattoo that I could see crawling out from the end of his sleeve of his left arm.” Cyllene yammered away, filling me in on what she had witnessed.

      “Let’s see what the spirits can tell us,” I interrupted Cyllene and began a chant to beckon the spirits to reveal what I had not yet seen.

      The ball emitted a glowing light, and then the dunking catapult came into view. A miniature version of Irene Beckett sat in the bowl of the catapult. She was laughing and seemed to be enjoying herself, until the player advanced. Her face went deathly pale, her eyes popped nearly out of their sockets, and she mouthed what looked like, ‘Oh my. No…” Then she was dunked.

      The vat of water rippled, the attendant dived in, and the mysterious player quietly, anonymously slipped out of the scene. The drenched attendant popped up, screaming he couldn’t find her, and the crowd began screaming with him.

      My heart sank, and my belly clenched up. Cyllene started fluttering and flustering around the salon, buzzing like a mad nymph. I told Irene not to go near the games. What was she thinking? A person can drown in two inches of water, and a frail one like Irene could certainly drown in four feet of water. However, apparently drowning was not what happened, since the vat was totally empty. Nevertheless, it was extremely careless of her, especially since I forewarned her.

      Irene Beckett, although human, was a town icon. Having schooled half the residents of Havenwood Falls at one time or another, she was beloved and feared, especially by her students, even well after they graduated. Though she imbibed in a cocktail of gossip with her close friends, she did so that they could be more sets of eyes on the sometimes miscreant natures of a few of the town’s residents, whether human or not. Cyllene loved her, mainly because Irene was a fountain of knowledge when it came to Greek mythology, and was fascinated with Cyllene, who often attended her monthly readings.

      The image in the ball faded, and a new image began to take shape. I shushed Cyllene and motioned for her to return to the table. As she alit, the vision in the sphere became clearer. It looked like the Burn the Witch game, but instead of the witch effigy at the stake, it was that miniature version of Irene Beckett at the stake. The big difference was that this “game” was not in town square. As the image came into full view, it was deep in a clearing in Danzan Park. There were no twigs or branches around Irene’s body, but there were about three or four high school aged kids, and a couple of older ones in jeans and biker boots.

      I was able to identify Taylor Augustine and the Livingston boy, and one of the bikers looked a bit like Rowan Bishop. I was guessing it was the “not so” secret society from the Sun and Moon Academy—the Order of Castor.

      I called the sheriff, and immediately thereafter, there was a loud knock on my door. Knowing it was Ric Kasun, I pushed open the door, and as was my usual habit, warned him to watch his head (funny expression, how does one do that?). The sheriff obediently bowed nearly to his waist to enter through the smaller than average oak door that fronted my shop.

      I filled the Sheriff Kasun in on my “divinings,” and as he wrote notes into a small flip pad he carried in his back pocket, he nodded and bid us good night.
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        * * *

      

      Sheriff Kasun and his deputy/son made their sweep through Danzan Park. Lo and behold! There was the gang of kids, exactly how I had described to him. Lo and behold, again! There was little ol’ Irene Beckett, tied (albeit loosely) to a stake.

      The gang was laughing raucously and dancing wildly around the stake, and poor Mrs. Beckett was beginning to nod off. None worse off for the wear, as the sheriff told me before he hurried off to start the Wild Hunt.
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        * * *

      

      Irene came to my shop the next day. She explained to me the prank the acadamy students had played on her and the whole town.

      “Now dear, I know a few of them are not too happy with me, considering I may have had something to do with them being in the academy, but really I don’t believe they meant me any harm. They just used a little magic, and in that, I mean nothing different then a magic act, to make me disappear. Apparently, the group, who were responsible for constructing the catapult game, had built a trap door below the vat. That is how they shuffled me out and off to the park. I loved the Burn the Witch game. It seemed so apropos for our town to mock the witch hunts of yesteryear. That’s why I agreed to let them have their little fun with me. I know some of the kids call me a witch, and not meaning it like a supe. Sometimes, or should I say most times, with a ‘b’ on it.” She snickered and continued, “In any case, it was all in the fun of Midsummer Night’s Terrors. A wee bit past my bedtime, but all good fun.”

      Wide-eyed, I admonished her. “Irene Louise Beckett”—me sounding like the school marm now—“How could you be so careless! You could have broken a hip or drowned! Not to mention all the commotion and upheaval this caused for the town!”

      “Goodness, Teeny, aren’t you being melodramatic? Stella Daryn’s spells are quite useful, and it didn’t hurt to heal a few old wounds with some of my former students. Besides, the term ‘terrors’ wouldn’t be in the festival name if it wasn’t supposed to be a little terrifying for everyone. And, I now have a lot to tell Biddie that is sure to out-do her little tart-gobbling.”

      I just sighed, shrugged my shoulders, and had to hand it to her. After all, she’d survived this 70-odd human years, and was still truckin’.
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        * * *

      

      Read about Teeny Weeny and friends in The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn & Kristie Cook, available now. And watch for The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn, coming March 2019.
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            To Die for You

          

          By Susan Burdorf

        

      

    

    
      The Havenwood Falls’ version of a renaissance faire was just breaking up when a sudden rainstorm hit. The wind and rain lashed at the vendor tents, making them look as if they were possessed. Vendors and participants alike scrambled to get away from the pelting raindrops as they packed their wares and folded the canvas loosely to prevent mold.

      “Need help?” Rusty asked Cecelia as she hurriedly picked up her inventory, which consisted of instruments from the medieval time period to suit the festival’s theme. Flutes, recorders, small harps, and silver triangles with their attached wands were packed loosely into boxes.

      “Nope, I’m good. Glenn just took some to the store and will be right back to get the rest. Where’s Sherry?” She looked around Rusty for his girlfriend. Rusty was a wolf shifter. Sherry was a human, and one of Cecelia’s dearest friends.

      “She left the minute the rain started. I think she’s over at Coffee Haven. She said something about scones calling her name.”

      “I think that was more likely the coffee,” Cecelia said with a laugh. Sherry’s love of coffee was legendary.

      “Probably,” Rusty agreed. He handed a box to Glenn, who had come up while they were chatting.

      “Thanks,” Glenn said as he took the box. “By the way, congrats on the win at the pie eating contest. Thought for a minute Biddie was going to beat you.”

      Rusty grunted. Rubbing his now full belly, he said, “It will be a cold day in hell before a skinny old lady, even one as determined as Miss Biddie, can out-eat me.”

      Glenn laughed. “I don’t know. I think another couple of minutes and she might have done just that. Who’d have thought a tiny lady like her could eat so much?”

      Rusty chuckled. “That’s true. She certainly made it a contest.”

      Glenn nodded in agreement. Turning to Cece, the teen said, “If it’s okay with you, Cece, after we get the boxes in the shop, Meghan and I are heading out for dinner unless you need me?”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope, that’s fine. Go have some fun.”

      Glenn nodded once more to Rusty and left with the instruments, whistling as he went.

      After he left Cecelia said, “Quite a bit of excitement at the festival this year, wasn’t there? Is Ms. Irene okay?”

      “I think Ric has all that under control, and you’re right. But the best is yet to come.”

      “Speaking of which,” Cece asked, “is everything ready for the hunt?”

      “Yeah, I think Conall rounded up a couple candidates for us. You ready?”

      She chuckled. “When have I ever not been ready?”

      Rusty smiled, remembering their last hunt when Cece had surprised everyone with her ruthlessness in the race around the forests and streets of Havenwood Falls. Who would have thought an angel could be so determined to win?

      The hunt definitely brought out Cecelia’s dark side. Rusty had been impressed.

      “Okay, meet you at the starting point. They’ve arranged for the horses for those who need them, so we should be all set to start on time.”

      Cecelia nodded. Picking up the last box, she headed toward her shop, Havenwood Falls Music & More. On the way, she chatted with Rhiannon Underwood, owner of  Fairy Tale Florist, and Charlotte Ramsey of Shear Magic, the beauty salon. The women parted as they made their way toward their own businesses, each agreeing to meet later on for the evening’s activities. Around them, people who’d attended the faire were making their way toward the Whisper Falls Inn or the few shops still open for last minute business, hoping to grab a last coffee or other food before heading in for the night. All the shops would be closing in just a short while to prepare for the night.

      The storm was abating, and Rusty sighed in relief. The Wild Hunt was dangerous enough without the added worry about mudslides or horses and riders falling off trails. The supes running the paths would probably be okay, since they didn’t have to rely on skittish animals for their transportation.

      “Hey, handsome, what are you so deep in thought about?” Sherry wound her arm around his. She held a steaming cup of coffee she’d managed to cajole someone at Coffee Haven, probably Willow, into getting for her before they closed.

      Rusty smiled down at his love and squeezed her closer to him when he felt her trembling as a sudden gust of damp air struck them. “Ready to go back to the cabin?”

      “You sure I can’t go with you tonight?” She looked at him with a pleading expression.

      “You know the rules,” he said with a sigh. “You need to stay inside tonight.”

      Sherry took a sip of coffee, pinching her lips at the heat of the beverage. “I know there are rules . . . but can’t you break just this one?”

      “No,” Rusty said firmly. “You know I would if I could, but I can’t. Humans cannot participate in the hunt like the rest of us, and I’m in enough hot water even telling you about it.”

      “Oh, phooey! That stuffed shirt Ric Kasun should . . .”

      “It’s not Ric’s rule,” Rusty said. He put his arm around her shoulders, kissing the top of her head as he did so. “It’s for your own protection.”

      “But Cecelia gets to play . . .”

      “She’s an angel. You know this.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Sherry pouted. “Okay, if I can’t come out and play with the rest of you tonight, can I at least not go to sleep? I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Rusty assured her. Looking over the town square, he was relieved to see the center of town had emptied. Only a few random tents and tables remained in the square now, and he knew they’d be gone before nightfall.

      The tavern on the square, the Haven Saloon, seemed to be in full swing with laughter and the sound of clinking glasses and off-key singing emanating from its swinging doors. Soon all those inside would be asleep. Rusty felt a familiar trill of excitement course through him. Midsummer Night’s Terror was the one night the supes in town got to let their hair down, so to speak.

      Once the Luna Coven enchanted the humans in town to sleep, the supernaturals would be let loose to enjoy some shenanigans in the woods and through the town’s streets. “Anything goes” was the motto of the race, and many scores were settled at this time without consequence. The hope was that letting off a little steam would keep rivalries from becoming blood feuds, but sometimes that couldn’t be avoided, and there were a few casualties every once in a while.

      A couple of criminals caught after escaping from a nearby town’s jail would be let loose this year to add an element of fun to the hunt. Rusty didn’t usually like doing that—humans were not supposed to know about the hunt—but these two were pretty nasty characters who had been convicted of crimes against humans. They had broken into a cabin in the woods recently, their intention to rob the inhabitants, but had instead killed the older couple. Running into the woods around Havenwood Falls in an attempt to escape justice had been their bad luck, and Rusty felt no guilt at their fate.

      The Court of the Sun and the Moon had agreed to their participation in the hunt, and while Rusty had no intention of taking care of their fate himself, he also had no intention of preventing it. Bryant Hollerman and Germaine Tallent had sealed their own fates when attempting another robbery outside of town. Only the quick actions of the supernaturals the two men had attacked had kept the humans from being killed on the spot. Brought before the Court by Ric Kasun and his deputies, the guilty verdict had been swift, as neither man had denied the charges under enchantment.

      “Okay, then,” Sherry said with a sigh. “Home I go like an obedient girlfriend.”

      After taking a long sip of her coffee, she tossed the empty cup into the trash container before stepping into Rusty’s vehicle. They drove to the cabin in silence. Rusty stayed with Sherry until the sleep spell took effect. He could feel the gentle tug of the spell as it covered the town and the surrounding area. Breathing a sigh of relief that Sherry would be out of danger, Rusty left, closing the door securely behind him.

      Donning a dark hoodie and jeans, he stepped off the porch. There was a tingling in the air tonight, and he grinned. The moon was bright in the sky as the earlier rain clouds had disappeared—a perfect starlit night for some fun, supe-style. There were games going on around town, and the motorcycle club sponsored a fight night at what had become known as S.I.N. City, which those-in-the-know knew was a codeword for the underground fight club.

      As midnight approached, everyone gathered at the assigned place for the Wild Hunt to begin, a clearing not far from Rusty’s cabin. The two humans were huddled in the center of the ring of horses and their riders, along with the supes who were not riding. All were standing around with grim expressions. The scent of fear from the humans was so strong, Rusty could feel the familiar tingle of nerves as his wolf rose up.

      The acrid smell of fear combined with the excited scents of the supernaturals—wolf, bear, and cougar shifters, vampires, witches, and quite a few others—strong enough that Rusty was only able to remain in control by taking deep breaths. It took all his willpower to control his body’s desire to shift.

      Ric and his deputies were holding ropes attached to the prisoners. Ric’s expression boded ill for the men if he were the one to capture them during the hunt. The horses were being controlled from bucking or whinnying by the spells cast by the Luna Coven witches. The supes themselves were becoming vocal at the delay.

      “Ah, finally, glad to see you could join us, Rusty,” Ric said, his tone annoyed.

      Cecelia nodded to Rusty, a smile and gleam in her eye that made him shiver. The moon reflected off the silver medallion she wore around her neck. Rusty noted without surprise that Cecelia had been elected Queen of the Hunt. She held the silver horn aloft, ready to go when Ric gave the signal to start the fun.

      “We’ll let the prisoners loose, and they’ll have a ten minute head start. After that, anything goes. Remember, please, that whatever happens tonight—the settling of scores, racing in the woods and through town, and the subsequent cessation of the hunt in two hours—will all be counted as an opportunity to let loose a bit. PLEASE,” he shouted this to make sure he had everyone’s attention, “remember the purpose of the hunt: punishment for just reasons, not random acts of violence unrelated to the hunt. Understood?”

      Heads bobbed almost as one. Horses reared, encouraged by their riders to show approval and acceptance of the rules. Supes howled and shouted agreement, arms raised. Rusty noted a few were having a hard time containing their change, and he empathized. They all knew that what happened on the hunt stayed on the hunt, and Ric would turn a blind eye to some transgressions as long as innocent humans were not harmed.

      The prisoners didn’t qualify as innocent. Their crimes had been judged and their inevitable end already determined.

      If all went as it should, they wouldn’t leave the hunt alive.

      Of course, Rusty noted with a practiced eye for trouble, a few of the participants cast glances at each other that he knew meant there would be a few more scores settled tonight than would be discussed tomorrow.

      Raising the horn to her lips, Cecelia blew once. The sound echoed among the trees, startling several of the horses into bucking. The riders cheered loudly, jostling as they fought for position. Everyone looked ready for the fun to begin.

      Riders leaned forward in their saddles as the men were released from the ropes imprisoning them. Their hoods were removed, and as they glanced around the circle of riders facing them, they laughed.

      “Are you serious?” growled one of the men. He was the smaller of the two, and his name was Bryant, Rusty remembered.

      “Quite serious,” Ric said, lips pinched tightly. “You’ll have a ten minute head start. After that, I’ll release the chasers.”

      “And what’ll you do if we don’t move?” Germaine asked. A big man, he looked confident and mean. The arms he folded across his barrel chest were the size of tree trunks. He was the one who’d killed the older couple. The other man had had the misfortune of accompanying his friend on their robberies, but he hadn’t stopped him from killing them and therefore bore the same punishment.

      “Better hurry,” one of the witches said with a firm tone in her voice. “Your time is disappearing.”

      “And what if we don’t go?” Germaine spoke again. He had planted his feet firmly, his posture defiant.

      Bryant, however, was getting the gist of the game, and he was looking decidedly green. He kept gulping, his Adam’s apple a thick knot in his throat as he glanced quickly from one solemn face to the next.

      “You’ll die on the spot. At least in the forest, you’ll have a chance to get away,” Ric growled, growing impatient.

      “Come on, I think we better go,” said Bryant grabbing his friend’s arm. Germaine jerked his arm away.

      Bryant took one more look around the group and with a great yell, ran from the clearing toward the closest mountain. Next to Cecelia, one of the cougar shifters held up a stop watch.

      “T-minus eight minutes,” he said in a deep voice.

      Riders and horses jostled, and supes stamped their feet as they waited for Germaine. The human continued to stare around at them with disdain.

      “You don’t scare me,” he said locking eyes on Rusty.

      Rusty smiled, his voice a growl as he said, “We don’t care if you’re scared or not. You’ll taste just as good either way.”

      Laughter greeted his words, and Germaine tilted his head, puzzled at Rusty’s comment.

      “You’re kidding, right? This is some kind of joke?” He didn’t sound quite so confident anymore as some of the supes around him growled, baring fangs that were beginning to grow or flashing eyes that were more animal than human.

      “T-minus six minutes.”

      “You can’t do this,” Germaine whined.

      More teeth, more laughter, but no one spoke. The sounds of Bryant running and crashing through the thick brush could be heard. Several heads turned in the direction of the noise, but no one moved.

      “T-minus five minutes.”

      Vampires hissed and sneered, their fangs elongating below their lips. Magical energy crackled in the air.

      Germaine seemed to come to his senses then, and without a word, he turned and ran from the circle toward the tree line, swearing as he ran into a thorn bush.

      The fading sound of thrashing could be heard as he quickly distanced himself from the group of hunters. In its place came the sounds of muscles popping and bones cracking as most of the shifters transformed from human to beast.

      “Time,” said the cougar shifter as he pocketed the watch. A moment later, his clothes lay on the ground, his form now that of a large cat.

      Cecelia blew the horn again, its note echoing among the trees, and Rusty shivered. The hunt was always an exhilarating excuse to be wild and free, and his wolf tugged at his consciousness, begging for release. But tonight he intended to keep it under control.

      With cheers, blood-curdling yells, and howls of pleasure, the hunters raced off into the woods in the direction the two men had disappeared. Rusty held back. Something in Germaine’s expression had given him pause.

      That man had not appeared frightened. Rather, he’d seemed more calculating, like a trapped animal looking for a way out, and Rusty’s instincts told him he would not go out easily.

      Rusty heard the shouts of his fellow supes echoing in the trees. They were on the hunt, tracking something. In the air around him, he felt the rippling that so much supernatural energy always unleashed. He heard howls of pleasure intensifying and assumed that meant one of the men had been found.

      Rusty followed the path the hunters had taken, keeping his eyes and ears and other senses alert for anything amiss.

      “He’s here!”

      “Over here!”

      “Come on, let’s get him!”

      Then Rusty heard the sound of one of the humans, his voice cut off mid-scream as one of the supes shouted, “I’ve got him!” Growls and grunts followed this declaration.

      Cheers as they cornered the man were soon followed by the man’s howls of despair as he thrashed and crashed through the brush to end up back in the clearing where he’d started. He was shaking and begging for forgiveness and mercy, but the hunters who’d captured him were not in a forgiving or merciful mood.

      To the man, it appeared he was surrounded by a nightmarish community of every forest creature one ever thought of, as wolves, cougars, bears, and vampires circled around him, darting in with claws and teeth, teasing blood from his torn clothing that increased their frenzy.

      The sticky, hot, iron smell of the man’s blood sent Rusty’s wolf singing, and he closed his eyes and ears against the pleas of the man as the hunters received their reward. Breathing heavily as he fought to keep the wolf from manifesting itself, Rusty felt the unrelenting and powerful urge to change, and it took everything in him to refuse its demands. He felt muscles rippling, his hair lengthening and thickening. He howled, his voice joining those of the feasters, and only the strength of his will kept his body from fully engaging his wolf.

      Adrian Roca, a vampire, poked at Bryant with a stick while Savage, a hellhound shifter still in his human form, laughed at his screams of pain. He was bleeding from several wounds, any of which might have been fatal had the slices been deeper. The man begged for his life, but no quarter was given. Just as he had watched the old couple murdered, so would his end become inevitable.

      Rusty turned away as the final thrust was given to end the man’s life.

      Rusty was glad to see Cecelia was not among this ruthless group.

      “What about the other one?” he asked the hunters who were about to claim their long-awaited prize—the man’s heart.

      “Haven’t seen him,” Susanna Reynolds, another vampire, said as she circled the dead man.

      “I think he doubled back. A couple of the others are chasing him,” Zeke, Suzanna’s husband, answered.

      “Doubled back?” Rusty said in alarm. He glanced quickly around the woods, lifting his head and breathing deeply of the scents in the surrounding trees, but all he could smell was the blood from the human on the ground. If Germaine was nearby, his scent was masked by all the other, fresher scents around him.

      He looked down. The supes were feasting on what was left of the man. None of them could help him now because they were too far gone, sating their bloodlusts to pay attention to him. He was a wolf, and they were mostly vampires. If he stayed too long, they might mistake him for an enemy. He had no intention of becoming their next victim, and the hunt brought out the worst in everyone.

      Rather than risk their attention turning to him, Rusty rode into the woods. As he distanced himself from the scene of the carnage in the clearing, he caught whiffs of other scents. The second human had gone this way initially. Rusty could smell his faint odor. He grinned. The man had definitely been afraid. Even though he had tried to hide it, his scent didn’t lie.

      After a few minutes, Rusty stopped. The scent of the man was gone. Just gone. How was that possible? Turning this way and that, Rusty finally had to admit defeat. The human had been there, he’d bet on it. Dropping to his knees, Rusty sniffed closer to the ground, relieved when his wolf senses picked up a faint odor that pointed back toward the clearing.

      Behind him, deeper in the woods, he could hear the other hunters calling out to each other. They sounded confused and disappointed. It was obvious they’d lost sight and scent of the larger man, too.

      “Where are you?” Rusty mumbled as he slowly moved forward, trying to keep the man’s scent in front of him.

      After he’d traveled about a mile from the clearing, he grinned. This man was good. He was very good. But he hadn’t counted on the animal enhanced tracking abilities of a wolf shifter.

      Rusty ignored the noises of the riders chasing each other nearby. He heard Cecelia’s horn blast three times, the signal that meant the hunt was almost over. When she blew it four times, that would be the end of the hunt, and if the second man was not caught by then, he would be tracked and brought in for human justice, all memory of this night erased. The second man, already caught by the hunt, would be listed as just another hiker lost in the woods, with no one the wiser as to his true fate.

      Ahead of him, Rusty could hear the tinkling sounds of a stream. He glanced down to see a footprint and grinned. This was the way Germaine had avoided detection. Smart.

      “But not smart enough,” Rusty growled. He shook his head, his hair bristling as his wolf struggled again for freedom. He knew if he turned, shifting into his supernatural form, he would have an advantage over the man, but there were disadvantages to shifting as well.

      “By the moon!” he howled to the night sky. “I cannot change. Not yet, leave me be.” He begged the moon mother to hold herself at bay and allow him to remain in his man form for the time of the hunt.

      He followed the stream, walking carefully until he found where the man had left the water and returned to land. The others had been correct—the human had doubled back toward the clearing. How had he missed that?

      Standing upright, Rusty glanced about to get his bearings. The woods were his home. He traveled their paths every night in protection of Havenwood Falls and its inhabitants. In a minute, he had his bearings, and he straightened in shock.

      The faint odor of wood smoke was nearby, and he began running. The hunt went on around him. He couldn’t stop to warn anyone what was about to happen, but as he picked up speed, he felt the attention of others turn toward him. Behind him, he faintly heard the sounds of others heading in his direction. He knew his scent of fear had probably warned them of his need, but he couldn’t stop to explain.

      When he reached the clearing around his cabin, he stopped to assess the situation. His front door was open. From inside the cabin, he heard crashing, as if someone was walking around and bumping into things.

      He could smell the strong odor of human fear coming from the man, and along with it, the lighter scent of Sherry, whom he hoped was still asleep in the bedroom in the upper loft, where she preferred to sleep when he wasn’t home.

      With any luck, Rusty could take care of this man without her ever waking.

      As he approached the cabin, he heard a cry from the man. “Finally, keys. Now to find the vehicle.”

      Then came the sound he feared more than any other. “Well, well, what do we have here?” The man’s voice sent Rusty’s heart shifting into high gear.

      Racing toward the cabin, unmindful of the potential for danger, he ran through the door to find the human standing at his fireplace, a rifle in his hand pointed at Sherry, who was sleeping peacefully on the sofa. In his hand, the man held a picture.

      “Hello. Welcome home. I assume this is you?” The man threw the picture at Rusty without lowering the rifle, which remained pointed at Sherry’s unconscious form.

      Rusty didn’t look down at the picture. He kept his eyes on the man in front of him. Biting his lip to keep from giving in to his wolf’s demands to be set loose, he nodded.

      “Seems what we have here is what is called a Mexican Stand-off,” the other man said with an evil chuckle. “I think we need to talk. My freedom for your girlfriend’s life. Kind of sucks when you get to play God and then the tables turn, doesn’t it?”

      Rusty didn’t say anything, just assessed his chances to take this man out before the rifle could discharge. He didn’t like the odds.

      “You won’t get away,” Rusty said, deciding that talking might get him enough time that reinforcements could arrive.

      “Oh, I think I will.” He pulled the keys from his pocket and dangled them in front of Rusty. “I think I’m holding all the cards. And the bullets.” He laughed louder, the sound grating on every one of Rusty’s nerves.

      Rusty glanced toward Sherry then back.

      “Don’t even think about it. Before you can reach her, I’ll shoot her, and then all your heroics will be for nothing.”

      Rusty pinched his lips, his mind calculating the steps it would take to get to Sherry, throw himself on top of her and absorb the bullet. He knew if he shifted, the wolf would heal any wound he might receive if the man’s aim wasn’t good enough to hit him in the head. Or, he could shift like his wolf wanted and rip the man’s throat out, but none of that could happen fast enough to beat the bullet.

      “I imagine you’re considering your options, right? I assume your friends are on the way, and you think you can keep me here long enough for them to catch up. Wrong. We’re ending this now.”

      With that, he slipped his finger onto the trigger and aimed at Sherry. “Shame, she’s a pretty one. I considered taking her with me,” he said with a leer. “She would’ve been nice company for a while, but women are so much trouble, don’t you agree?”

      Rusty growled, his hackles rising as he leapt forward. In a blur of motion, he ran full tilt at the couch, flipping it and Sherry over as the bullet left the gun. The bullet struck the couch, but didn’t go through.

      Rusty let his wolf loose, rising from behind the couch to face the man who’d tried to kill his beloved. Drool dripping from his muzzle, he shook his fur, the full force of his wolf’s power surging through his body as he circled the couch to face the astonished human holding the rifle. He growled, a low threatening sound that rose in volume as he advanced toward the man.

      Staring into the wolf’s golden eyes, the man leveled the double barreled shotgun as he leaned back against the fireplace. Fear rolled off him in waves of putrid scent that Rusty breathed in.

      A growl ended in a howl that shook the room as Rusty exploded forward, his powerful legs propelling him into the human just as the man lifted the gun toward the menacing wolf with the rusty red fur and slit eyes.

      “Nooooo,” the man shouted as Rusty batted the gun out of the way and the full force of his power struck Germaine, knocking the man to his knees. Begging for mercy with hands over his head, he cowered on the floor, blubbering incomprehensible words as Rusty stood over him.

      Drool dripped onto the man, whose scent was now almost an overwhelming invitation to feast. Drawing back, Rusty turned away. He could hear the others coming closer and knew they would be at his door in minutes, plenty of time to take the man into custody for the hunt’s justice without him having to mete out any punishment before the last horn blast.

      Behind him, Rusty heard the cocking of the gun as the man laughed.

      “You fool,” the man said, rising up. He held the gun at Rusty’s head.

      “First you . . . whatever you are. Then her.” He swung the gun toward the overturned couch. “But first, I’ll have a little fun.”

      Rusty didn’t hesitate. Springing upward, he lunged, his teeth closing on the man’s throat as the gun went off. A stinging sensation at this side was forgotten as the fresh taste of blood gushed hot and welcome into his mouth. Rusty shook the man by the throat, listening as the gurgling of the man’s words were lost in the last beats of his cold heart.

      “Rusty, let him go.” Cecelia was at his side, her hands gently brushing between his ears.

      Rusty dropped the lifeless form of the man who’d invaded his home and threatened his beloved. Whimpering, he rested his bloody muzzle in Cecelia’s lap as she continued her gentle caresses, her touch soothing and calming his wildness into submission.

      The man was removed from his house by Ric and a couple of the other hunters. His body would be disposed of, and the story of another lost hiker would be circulated to explain his absence.

      Cecelia removed Rusty from her lap. His wolf slowly receded as his body became a man again. She stepped outside to blow the horn for the last time, a little late, but she was sure no one would mind. She returned the medallion and horn to the proper people. Rusty remained in the cabin with Sherry, now sleeping in the bed where Ric had gently carried her. The couch had been righted, and the blood cleared from the room.

      When Rusty changed fully back into his man form, had showered and returned to the living room, he found Cecelia waiting for him. She handed him a cup of tea scented with some herbs he didn’t recognize.

      “Tea isn’t really my thing,” he joked in a weak voice. “Whiskey might be better.”

      Cecelia smiled softly, touching his arm. “I think this tea is just what you need.”

      Rusty nodded. He took a sip and felt all the tightness leaving his body, the wolf having shifted back into its compliant form.

      “I didn’t mean to kill him,” Rusty said finally as he set the tea down on the table nearby. “But he threatened Sherry.”

      Cecelia nodded. “No one judges you, Rusty. As a matter of fact, I think quite a few of the hunters are jealous you got him first.”

      “Well, they can have that honor any time,” Rusty said, his voice shaking with emotion.

      “What honor?” asked a sleepy voice behind them.

      A wide welcoming smile grew on Rusty’s face as he turned toward Sherry.

      “Hey, honey, sorry if we woke you.”

      “Is the hunt over?” Sherry yawned. Self-consciously, she pulled Rusty’s over-sized T-shirt down, drawing Rusty’s eyes to her tanned legs. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, a different kind of wolf suddenly taking over his senses as she walked toward him with a sleepy smile parting her perfectly pink lips. Her eyes met his, and she raised an eyebrow at the hungry look on his face. He self-consciously ran his hand over his jaw, the stubble rasping against his palms.

      Cecelia chuckled as she observed her two favorite people ogling each other as if they hadn’t been together in months instead of one night. She picked up the teacup and headed toward the kitchen to give them some privacy.

      Sherry plopped onto the couch, grabbing a pillow and placing it where Rusty wished he could rest his head, and said with a pout, “I still wish I could have participated in the hunt. It sounds like so much fun.”

      Rusty glanced quickly at Cecelia, who had re-entered the room. She hid a smile with a cough and waved good-bye as she exited the cabin.

      Rusty’s gaze returned to Sherry, who looked at him in confusion as he joined her on the couch.

      “What was that laugh about—?” Sherry started to ask before Rusty’s kiss cut her off mid-question.

      Someday, Rusty promised as he lost himself in the feel of her sweet mouth and the scent of lavender soap, he would tell her just how much she had participated, but for today, he was just grateful he could hold her in his arms and kiss her, which was exactly what he did.
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        * * *

      

      Want more Sherry and Rusty? Read Old Wounds (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Susan Burdorf, available now. And read Cecelia’s story, Rock Me Gently (A Havenwood Falls Novel) by Susan Burdorf, also available now.
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      July 1st - HAVENWOOD FALLS

      “There’s got to be something up here!”

      The shriek of desperation coming from the attic was loud enough to rouse my curiosity. Shimmering in, I found Sedona elbow deep in a trunk she’d opened.

      “Do I really want to ask?” I joked, earning a stern glance from my young friend. All about her, items had been strewn about, making the once clean and orderly attic look more like a bomb had gone off and left the place in chaos.

      “Do you know how many people comment on my monthly themed windows?” her muffled response came as the top part of her body was buried in the clothing luggage. Clothes went flying, her arms flicking them about. “People are counting on me to come up with a really cool Independence Day display, but I’ve got nothing, Maxwell. Nothing!”

      She finally stopped long enough to stare up at me. I’d seen Sedona in a tizzy before, but nothing like this. If it weren’t for the fact that she’d throw something at me, I’d have commented on how crazy she looked right now. The object would pass right through me—my being a ghost, and all—but even I wasn’t stupid enough to rile her up when she was on a rampage.

      “Couldn’t you do last year’s again?” That was obviously the wrong answer.

      “Last year’s?” She gasped, eyes as wide as saucers. “Did you really just suggest that?” Sedona looked at me like I’d suddenly grown two heads and one of them was cross-eyed, sticking its tongue out. “The Shelf Indulgence has never been a repeater!”

      And with that, she dismissed me, and started searching the trunk again.

      She wasn’t lying. The citizens of Havenwood Falls loved stopping by the bookstore each month to see what magic Sedona had created in one of her windows. It had become a tradition we all looked forward to—none more than the sole owner herself. She’d prided herself in being able to come up with ideas that would not only inspire people to read, but also infuse a happiness that spread throughout the town.

      And now she was having a creative crisis.

      Sitting by one of the rifled through boxes, I ventured another stab at calming her down. “Tell me what your ideas are so far.”

      I loved this sweet girl, and with her being all alone except for her nagging aunt who was always trying to drag her into Court business, I took it on myself to act as her doting uncle. I may not be family, but I was all she had. I’d help her through this.

      She puffed an errant strand of hair out from across her face, her hand wafting away the dust her searching had disturbed. “That’s the thing . . . I’ve got nothing.”

      Tears began forming in her eyes. She was really stressing out about it.

      “Nothing?” I asked, shocked to hear it. Usually she had these themes figured out months in advance. She would design it in one of her notebooks that she kept by the register, and then start ordering whatever she needed to put it together.

      I’d wondered why I hadn’t seen any boxes arriving that she’d earmarked for the display.

      “See!” she cried out, and those tears that had only been forming, fell down her cheeks. “Maybe people won’t notice?” The hope in her voice was heartbreaking.

      I smiled at her, making sure she saw that I had every faith we’d figure it out together. “Well, good thing you have me around to help you, sweetheart.”

      I tried to ignore the look of skepticism that crossed her features. I knew how crazy that sounded because what could a ghost possibly do? It wasn’t like I could assist in going through the many boxes and trunks that filed the attic.

      A thought stirred.

      It didn’t happen often, but when it did . . . a genius idea began forming.

      “Sedona,” I started, and a huge grin began to grow. I knew exactly what she needed to decorate her window display. It took her a few moments for her to realize I’d said her name, but once I had her attention, I winked. “You might want to check the large luggage back there against the far wall.”

      Her brow creased, and I could see it was on the tip of her tongue to scoff at my comment. As far as she knew, I had no idea what was up here. For the most part, everything belonged to her family—her grandfather in particular. What she didn’t know was a long time ago, when her grandfather purchased this building, it came along with a few items.

      A trunk.

      My trunk.

      “Are you being serious?” There was that skepticism again. If I weren’t a confident ghost, her doubt would give me a complex.

      “Yes, Miss Negative Nelly. I promise you . . . that trunk holds the answers you’re looking for.”

      Sedona gave me a cautious glance over her shoulder as she moved toward the area I’d pointed at.

      “How do you know what’s over here, Maxwell?” It was her turn to smirk. “Is this what you do when you’re not downstairs talking my ear off? Cleaning?” A small sneeze erupted from her.

      “Bless you,” I fired back without thinking. “Who talks whose ear off, Miss Chatterbox? And no, I’m not up here. I just happen to know something you don’t. Imagine that?” I covered my heart with my hand in mock surprise. It wasn’t every day I knew something she didn’t.

      “Ugh, I’m going to be covered with dust and still have no ideas for the display.” Sedona wiped her hands down the side of her jeans and gave the trunk a good tug, trying to get it free from being pinned between two large, heavy boxes. One good heave, and it came loose—sending a flurry of dust bunnies scurrying in the air and across the wood flooring. “If this is your idea of a joke, Maxwell, I’m going to find a way to resurrect you just so I can kick your . . .” Her threat fell short the moment she opened the trunk and got a peek at what was inside.

      I said nothing. I waited to see if she’d voice the emotions that were dancing across her face. I’d witnessed many things in my life, and I knew that the expression she was wearing now was a far cry from the despair she’d been feeling earlier.

      She’d hit the jackpot.

      She’d found gold.

      She’d found the answer to her crisis.

      “Maxwell!” Sedona screamed. “How did you know?” Bouncing on her knees, Sedona bent over the edge and began pulling out a blue outfit—one that I remembered wearing when I was younger. “Who does this belong to?”

      Blue jacket. Brass buttons. Red lapels.

      My regimental jacket.

      She didn’t even give me a chance to answer before she was squealing louder over her new discoveries. She’d found my trousers, messenger bag, and white waistcoat. “Is this a continental army uniform?” she whispered, more to herself than to me. Light shined in her eyes, and I could almost hear her brain ticking over as it tried to assimilate the new information. My girl was such a history nerd.

      I kind of felt guilty for never showing her this before now.

      “It definitely looks like it,” I answered, grinning. “George Washington ordered them starting in 1779 for the soldiers. It created a strong sense of pride in the revolution and banded us all together.”

      The us slipped out before I could catch it. I’d been hoping to prolong the confession that she was looking through my own private things from the past. It had taken just one glance at my belongings before nostalgia hit full force.

      “These are yours?” Again, her eyes were wider than saucers. I’d suddenly become a lot more interesting than the nuisance ghost she’d inherited along with her grandfather’s bookstore. “Maxwell! You better start explaining.”

      I watched her trace her finger lightly over the buttons, stroking the fabric carefully like her touch would somehow cause it to disintegrate. That outfit had gone through a lot, had weathered worse conditions than being held by a pretty girl. I’d joined a varied group of men who had also answered the cry for liberty, rallying behind General Washington as we fought against the King’s men.

      I held up my hands in submission. “Okay, okay, I confess. That’s my trunk, and yes, those are my clothes. I wore them during the war . . . or what you would call the Revolutionary War.”

      She looked like she was going to burst. “I have so many questions! Why didn’t you ever say? All this time, and you’ve made me believe that your past was of little consequence. You’ve always been so tightlipped about where you came from. And this—” She gestured to the clothes in her lap and the opened trunk with more hidden treasures. “All this time and you’ve known this was up here!”

      Sedona hugged my soldier’s jacket to herself again. I don’t even think she realized she did it. It was as if she was hugging history itself.

      “I’m sure if you ask Callie, she’ll let you borrow a mannequin so you can dress it. Perhaps July’s theme could be inspired by the events that surrounded the first July Fourth . . . the first Independence Day.” I felt pretty good knowing that I’d helped her in such a way that she hadn’t stopped grinning.

      “Absolutely!” Sedona got that faraway look that told me she was already thinking and daydreaming about the display—making lists. “I’m pretty sure I have some books on the revolution and founding fathers, as well.”

      It made my heart swell—or at least my ghostly heart—to sit back and watch her pull each object out and study it. They weren’t anything fancy, more like simple trinkets that had made life easier back then. Seeing them in her hands, however, helped me realize just how much technology had advanced. It also showed me that things back then were built to last. As she gingerly held my rusted shaving kit, it made me miss the indulgent pleasures of a good shave.

      “Is this you?” she finally asked, finding the one item that I’d truly forgotten was in there. In her hands, she held a framed portrait of a young man in regimental blues.

      Me.

      I nodded. “A few of us had them commissioned. A local artist drew them so we could leave them with our sweethearts. I hadn’t captured any young woman’s attention then so I kept it with me . . . for the future Mrs. Abrams.”

      Sedona glanced at me. “That’s the first time I’ve heard your last name as well. Now I’m wondering what other secrets you’re holding out on me!” She brushed her thumb across my name that I’d scribbled under the portrait. “Your handwriting was terrible, Maxwell. You probably would’ve made a great doctor.”

      I tapped the side of my nose and winked. “That’s a story for another time.” Her mouth popped open, and I chuckled. “I can’t reveal everything all at once, can I?”

      Sedona shook her head, as if dislodging her disbelief. “I don’t know whether you’re making fun of me or not, Maxwell, but I honestly don’t care right now. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to take all of this downstairs and use it in the display . . . a glimpse into the life of a revolutionary war soldier. You’ll have to help me with some of the details, but this is definitely going to be the best one yet.”

      I wasn’t done with the shocks yet. She’d earned this next confession, and now that she’d uncovered my trunk, it would good for me to pass on its contents to her.

      “There’s one more thing, Sedona,” I counseled, and I pointed to the frame. “Open it up and look to see what’s behind the image.”

      Curious, she didn’t waste any time obeying. It was on the tip of my tongue to warn her to be careful and not too rough. I had no idea how things had held up over time. I had to assume it would be somewhat fragile.

      Popping out the backing and gently removing the portrait, Sedona pulled out a folded piece of thick paper. The memories it stirred within me were almost instant. I could almost smell the printer’s ink.

      “Careful,” I uttered, just as transfixed as she was.

      She gasped the second she recognized what it said.

      “No,” she muttered. “Surely this . . .” She couldn’t even finish her sentence.

      “Yes,” I countered.

      “But how?” Sedona was almost too scared to touch the large unfolded paper.

      I hadn’t seen it since 1777, when I’d slipped it behind the frame for safekeeping. I didn’t know that it would be another two hundred plus years before it would be discovered again.

      “Want to hear a story?”

      She nodded, emphatically, too speechless to even respond.

      Surrounded by memories in a dusty attic, I finally shared one of the most influential moments in my life . . .
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        * * *

      

      July 4th, 1776 - Philadelphia

      I was an apprentice to John Dunlap. Orphaned at a young age, I’d had the choice of living on the streets and depending on the kindness of others or finding someone who would take me and teach me a trade. It had happened as one of those lucky situations of being in the right place at the right time.

      Philadelphia was bustling with opportunities—as busy as a colony could be, but I’d felt it in my bones. Living here would bring adventures to me, and I was determined to be ready for whatever came my way.

      John Dunlap hadn’t been my first choice in an employer. He was, however, one of the most honest men I’d known in my young life, so when he promised to teach me in the ins and outs of his print shop, I seized the chance to better myself.

      I’d instantly fallen in love with his store. He was an immigrant from Ireland and had inherited the profitable printing shop from his uncle. Many nights as we worked around candlelight to get the various sermons he’d been tasked to produce, he’d tell me stories of his homeland and how he’d once been an apprentice to his late uncle as well.

      It had seemed strange that Mr. Dunlap had once been young like me—clueless in regards to the printing business, but with that same drive to better himself and carve out a happy life. We worked well together as a team, and before long, I was able to anticipate his every need before he had to ask.

      I was happy with my lot in life. I didn’t want to do anything that would bring shame to him. I worked longer and harder than anyone he’d ever employed. In return, John taught me how to read—basically opening up the world to me in book form. I’d argued that all I needed to know was my letters and numbers so I could hold some level of rudimentary skill. It also helped for when I would one day be able to arrange the special type that created the words. It was a job I longed to be able to perform.

      Mr. Dunlap saw more in me, though. It wasn’t enough that I could read a small amount. He wanted me to be able to devour all manner of writings—historical literature and popular novels.

      So when he came in that day, excitement brimming over in his mannerisms, I knew that the gift he’d given me would finally come to fruition.

      “Maxwell, hurry! We have a new job, and this, my boy, will bring us so much business I may even need to hire a second apprentice!”

      That caught my attention quickly. “A second?” I didn’t know how I felt about having another boy here to compete with. I’d been Mr. Dunlap’s right-hand man for the past eight years. I’d soaked up as much knowledge as he would give me like a sponge. I didn’t want to share that praise.

      He was already heading toward the back, behind the counter to where we kept the printing press. All the material we needed—ink, paper, a variety of blotter sizes—were neatly arranged on shelves. I prided myself in keeping everything orderly. One more person in here would merely be a nuisance by being under foot.

      He held up a piece of paper like I was meant to recognize its significance. “You would not believe the discussion I’ve just had and with whom, Maxwell. My boy, if all goes the way I foresee it, there may even be room enough to give you a small increase in your wages.”

      It was the right thing to spark my motivation and forget the prospect of a newcomer. “Shall I get things ready, sir?”

      I could do this in my sleep. There was also a slight thrill at starting a new project.

      “Yes! The gentlemen will be here soon to check our progress. We need to have this completed and ready to ship out to the colonies and such as quickly as possible.”

      Now I was truly curious.

      “What is it, sir?” I asked, trying to peek at the writing on the paper. Mr. Dunlap had already pulled out the box that kept all the type plates so he could start arranging the text.

      “This,” he answered with a wide grin and laughter in his voice. He held up the paper long enough for me to catch the first few sentences. “This is going to change life as we know it.”

      I pondered about what I’d managed to read . . .

      
        
        In Congress, July 4th 1776,

        A Declaration by the Representatives of the United States of America,

        in General Congress Assembled.

      

      

      “Congress?” I whispered in amazement. This was a far cry from what we usually printed out for customers.

      Mr. Dunlap beamed with pride. “Lady Fortune shines down on us today. We’ve been commissioned to print out two hundred copies that will be distributed and read.” He flexed his fingers and stretched out his neck muscles. “It’s going to be a long night, Maxwell. Are you up for the challenge?”

      He knew the answer without even needing to ask it. I was eager to help and do my duties. Knowing it was for the men who gathered together to discuss the future of our young nation made it even more exciting.

      Side by side, we worked together—the only sound permeating the shop coming from the machine itself and the occasional exhale of breath. Printing was a tiring job, but one that filled me with an odd sense of satisfaction. I loved starting off with a blank sheet of paper and then filling it with symbols that represented words, thoughts, and ideas.

      Every now and then, I would pause long enough to read what I was working on. It usually meant I needed to keep an eye on my employer from the corner of my eye to make sure I wasn’t caught. It was one thing to read the snippets on discarded sheets of paper, but I couldn’t allow myself to get distracted.

      If Mr. Dunlap had to remind me over and over to pay attention, I could lose my job. Errors were costly. Mistakes used up value time, and from the gist I got earlier, we were racing against the clock.

      
        
        When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people

        to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another . . .

      

      

      The handwritten document lay beside my employer as he studied it carefully and with even greater care set up the machine. I wanted to ask him what it meant and why he felt that it would forever change our lives. I wanted to ask him if this was about the whisperings I’d heard around town—the threads of liberty that would cause the colonies to rebel against the King. A lot of political talk went over my head, but even I could sense the electricity that danced in the air each time people spoke about freedom.

      Hours later and it looked like we were going to meet our deadline. This pleased Mr. Dunlap even more because from the few tidbits of information he’d revealed throughout the evening, he was dealing with some very influential men.

      A knock at the door disrupted the quiet rhythmic pattern we’d been working along to. There was no mistaking the three loud bangs against the wooden frame—whoever it was sounded authoritative.

      “Maxwell, please go let the gentlemen in and bring them back here.” He was giving the type one last going over—his wiry glasses perched at the end of his nose. Ink stained his fingers, an occupational hazard we both were constantly afflicted with.

      Wiping my hands on my crumpled apron, I quickly obeyed, and was struck dumb when I threw open the door to find Thomas Jefferson standing there with another man I didn’t recognize.

      But I knew Jefferson, and butterflies exploded in my gut from the nerves.

      “Evening, sirs,” I stammered, suddenly sounding like a fool.

      Jefferson smiled, nodding his head in response. “Good evening. We’ve come to call on this shop’s proprietor, Mister John Dunlap.” He was immaculately dressed, and just standing in front of him left me feeling totally inadequate in my own clothing. Mine were starting to wear thin from constant use, and there were ink blotched stains that I’d never been able to remove.

      I suddenly felt insecure and unworthy.

      “Well, boy?” came the stern address from the other gentleman.

      It was enough to wake me up.

      “My apologies,” I countered, and I opened the door wider, stepping to the side so they could enter. “Mr. Dunlap is in the back and asks that I show you the way.” And then, because I could practically taste the importance of this moment in my excitement, I continued to babble. “We’re almost completed with the printing.”

      Jefferson said nothing, instead choosing to pat my shoulder kindly. “Lead the way, then.”

      I stood back as the two men greeted my employer—exchanging pleasantries before getting down to business.

      I held my breath as Jefferson studied one of the printed documents, holding it up beside the handwritten original as if to compare. He passed it to the man I heard him introduce as Roger Sherman.

      “Good. Good.” Jefferson uttered. He finally smiled and placed the copy on top of the printer workbench. “And these will be ready to send out?”

      Mr. Dunlap nodded, quickly casting me a look of relief. “Yes, sir. And can I just say again, it’s been an honor to do this for you and the other congress members.”

      It wasn’t every day I heard my employer express such gratitude. His hands held a slight tremor, and I knew it was from nerves, because usually he was rock steady.

      “You’ll receive the payment agreed upon once you’ve fully completed the task. Well done.” Jefferson clapped my master on the back in congratulations. “You run a fine business here, John. Both you and your apprentice here deserve our nation’s most humble thanks.”

      Mr. Dunlap’s face flushed red from the praise. “It was our honor, Sir. Anything we can do to help aide your cause.”

      I inched closer, desperately wanting to understand the significance of what was happening here. The three men didn’t miss my movement, either. Mr. Dunlap shook his head abruptly, as if to signal me to stop, and Mr. Sherman stared at me like I was a nuisance.

      It was Thomas Jefferson who spoke next.

      “Son, do you read?” He studied me closely. “Do you understand what this is?” He picked up the copy of the document and held it up.

      I didn’t know how to respond. “Yes, I do read a little. Mr. Dunlap taught me, but I need to practice more.” This earned me a round of laughter. “And while I understand what you’re holding is important . . .” My brow furrowed in confessing that I wasn’t as smart as I thought I was. “I didn’t get a chance to read it fully, so I’m not sure its significance.”

      I thought my answer would anger them, or in the very least annoy them. It had the opposite reaction, however. Leaving his position beside the printing machine, Jefferson approached me and offered me the document.

      “Read this out loud for me.” When I looked at him with uncertainty, he chuckled. “Humor me.”

      Clearing my throat, I began . . .

      
        
        We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,

        that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights,

        that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness . . .

      

      

      It took a while for me to read the long document—many of the words giving me a hard time. Jefferson was patient, however, and stepped in when a word proved too difficult to pronounce. But as each sentence passed through my mouth, a feeling grew stronger and stronger . . .

      Pride.

      Mr. Dunlap hadn’t been lying when he’d told me this would change the world. With eyes wide with understanding, I finally nodded to Mr. Jefferson when I finished. This was a declaration of intent. This was a declaration of independence from a King who was abusing his subjects. This was a declaration that would forever alter the colonies.

      And I had played my own small part in it.

      The rest of the evening passed in a whirl, but not before I acted impulsively—I took a copy of the document, folding it up and hiding it in my belongings. I’d never done something like that before, but there was a small voice in my head that whispered I would need it at some time.

      If anything, I would want to remember that I had been there when history was being made.

      Life.

      Liberty.

      The pursuit of happiness.

      These were ideals I didn’t ever want to forget.

      These were ideals I would fight for.
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        * * *

      

      “You stole a copy of the Declaration of Independence.”

      I chuckled that this was the tidbit Sedona had grasped hold of.

      “No, I stole one of what are now referred to as a Dunlap Broadside,” I countered, feeling somewhat defensive. “These were the documents they sent out. The official document wouldn’t start being signed until almost a month later on August 2nd. It still needed to be written out neatly.”

      “Wow.” I’d rendered Sedona speechless again.

      “That’s it?” I teased. “I just told you I was there when it was printed out, that I met the man who wrote it, and all you can say is . . . wow?”

      Sedona nodded. “I don’t even know how to wrap my mind around this. All this time, and it’s been up here in my attic, under my very nose and I had no idea.”

      She hadn’t touched the unfolded paper since she realized what it was. It still amazed me that something so ordinary could contain the words that resulted in revolution.

      For the moment, all thoughts of the window display were forgotten.

      We sat in silence. I knew how Sedona’s mind worked. I’d watched her riddle things out, and while she appeared calm, she was probably screaming with excitement inside.

      She finally let out a loud exhale. “Did you know Thomas Jefferson’s favorite food was mac and cheese? Or, ‘macaroni de fromage,’ as he called it when he served it as a delicacy at a State dinner.”

      Sedona rattled off her facts when she was nervous, stressed, or otherwise struggling for the right words.

      “He also loved ice cream,” she added. She sighed again. “You know we can’t keep this.” She pointed to the document. “I feel like this needs to be in a museum or something. It’s too important.”

      I nodded, knowing she’d go for the most logical thing first. As a lover of history, she wasn’t someone to hoard away a treasure to herself. Sedona would want to share it with others so everyone could learn from it and enjoy it.

      “True, but there are some still out there. Let them be in museums.” I sounded like a selfish ass. Even though I could no longer touch it or use it, it had been such an inspiration to me, a memento from a time that had changed me from a young boy to a young man, and I wasn’t ready to let it go. “Or you can put it back behind the frame and make that decision later.”

      I watched her war with her conscience.

      “I’m not saying to keep it hidden forever, but I’m giving you the trunk and its contents. That includes the Dunlap broadside. You’ll know what to do with it when the time’s right.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t accept this, Maxwell. Don’t you have family I can pass this on to?” She stared at the trunk and the items she’d already looked at. “This stuff is valuable.”

      “You’re my family, sweet girl,” I answered, holding her gaze. I knew the second she realized that was the truth because she nodded. “And it’s valuable because of the importance you’ve given it. For right now, set up your window display, and we’ll talk about it more later.”

      Her fingers trembled as she slowly picked up the paper. “It just doesn’t seem fair,” Sedona whispered. “But maybe you’re right. I’ll think more on it.”

      With her mind made up, Sedona perked up and was back to focusing on the task that had sent her up to the attic to begin with. With a lot more care, she made a pile of the objects she’d be using, my uniform making up most of the heap.

      “Don’t forget to ask Callie,” I reminded her. She’d already scooped up the clothes in her arms and was ready to go back downstairs. “It’ll be good to see that uniform out again and appreciated.”

      “I can’t believe you never told me.” Sedona stared at me incredulously. “You know how much secrets drive me nuts!” With her spare hand, she closed over my trunk. “Don’t think this is over, either. You’ve got a lot of confessing to do, Mister!”

      I didn’t follow her down immediately. I wasn’t ready to go back to the hustle and bustle of small town, modern life. Memories had surfaced, and mine were churning about inside my head.

      I’d experienced a lot in my life, but I could pinpoint the precise moment where everything changed to that one night in my old master’s print shop.

      The nation had declared her independence, and in return, she’d granted mine as well.

      But that’s a story for another time . . . another day.
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        * * *

      

      Read more about Sedona and Maxwell in Nowhere to Hide (A Havenwood Falls Novella), available now, and Addicted to You (A Havenwood Falls Novella), releasing January 2019, both by Belinda Boring. If you enjoy Belinda’s writing, also read Blood and Damnation (A Legends of Havenwood Falls Novella), available now, and its sequel Wrath & Retribution, coming April 2019. She’s also co-authored The Collector: Awakening (A Havenwood Falls Novel) with Kristie Cook, R.K. Ryals, and Nadirah Foxx, coming December 2019.
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      JULY 2018

      
        
        JACE

      

      

      I stop by Heidi’s house on my way to the music store, hoping she is a little more like herself tonight. I always hope for that. No luck so far.

      “Hey, Mrs. Bennett,” I say when her mom opens the door.

      “Hey, Jace.”

      “Is Heidi in her room?” Stupid question. Of course she is. She is always locked in.

      She nods. “Go ahead. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.”

      “Thanks,” I say. I take my time going up the stairs. Before I knock on the door, I take a deep breath. Heidi doesn’t say anything. She never does. I slowly open the door and find her sitting by the window, with the lights out.

      I kneel next to her, but it’s like I’m not even here. She keeps looking out the window as if searching for something. Out of habit, I reach for her hand. She looks at me then, but it is not a look that I want. I quickly pull away, but that look—it doesn’t go away. I put on a fake grin and pretend that didn’t hurt.

      “There is a new band recording at the music store tonight,” I say, attempting to put everything that is going on aside and sound excited about it. “Cecelia talked to my parents about me helping out even though they will be there pretty late.”

      Nothing. She just has this blank stare as if she is not even here.

      Finally, she blinks a few times and rubs her hand against her forehead. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      I give her a sad smile. “Nothing important. I just wanted to stop by to see how you are doing.”

      “Oh,” she says.

      “Well, I need to get going.” I get up and lean down to kiss her, but again, she flinches. I pull away. “I’ll stop by again tomorrow, okay?”

      She nods and goes back to looking out the window, and I rush out of there, counting down the seconds until I can get lost in the sound of music.
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        * * *

      

      As I step foot in Havenwood Falls Music & More, I welcome the sound that tends to take all of my problems away—at least for a little while. I go sit with my boss, Cecelia, and the band’s manager, and after a while of listening to their lyrics, it starts to feel like they followed Heidi and me and then, wrote a song about how messed up things have been since she came back.

      “Jace?” Cecelia says.

      I look at her. “Sorry. I got distracted. Is there something I should be doing? Do you need anything?”

      She gives me a sad smile. “No. You’re fine. How is Heidi?”

      I shrug. “The same. Distant for the most part.”

      “And how are you?” she asks.

      I sigh. “I’m okay. I know none of it is her fault. I know it will take time for her to heal. It just sucks how things are now. Things will be okay, though,” I say before I turn my attention back to the band in front of us. Cecelia gets up and puts her hand on my shoulder. “I have to run up to my apartment for a few minutes. I’ll be back. Hang in there,” she says, and somehow, with her touch, I feel the tension leaving me.

      When the band is finally happy with that song, they take a quick break, and I get a text from Elsie.

      My phone has been quiet today. Is everything okay?

      Me: Yeah. Just busy

      I feel bad for even talking to her about Heidi and me, but she is the one person I can actually talk to. One day earlier this summer, I found myself venting, and that was everything I needed.

      After a while, another text comes in.

      Elsie: Spill it. I know something is wrong. I told you I’d be here when you needed to talk, so talk.

      I sigh.

      Me: Everything is okay. I just have a lot on my mind.

      Elsie: Heidi?

      Me: She still doesn’t remember what happened to her. I’m sure it’s normal. She just needs time.

      It’s like I have to say that over and over again—that she will be fine—in order to convince myself of that.

      Elsie doesn’t reply after that.

      The guitar player gets my attention. “Hey, man. We are ready to get started on the next track. Can we get a couple of water bottles?”

      “Sure,” I say, but Cecelia is already coming in with a few of them.

      The night goes on, and after not hearing from Elsie for a while, I send her a message

      Me: Sorry if it sounded like I snapped at you. I’m just ready for things to go back to normal.’

      She replies within seconds.

      Elsie: I’m still here whenever you want to talk.

      As the band works on this track, I get inspired to write. I start to scribble on my notebook just to get things off my mind. Things I’d normally only talk to Heidi about. When the band takes another quick break, I go get them a few more water bottles. I didn’t even realize I left the notebook in plain sight until I come back and see one of the guys holding and reading it.

      He looks up at me. “Did you write this?” he asks.

      I nod. “It’s not final or anything.”

      “This is awesome.” He looks down at the paper, then back up at me as I awkwardly thank him.

      He runs his fingers through his hair. “Do you mind if I show it to the other guys?”

      I shrug. “Go for it.”

      He calls the guys, and they read it over his shoulder.

      Minutes later, the lead says, “This is what we’ve been missing.” He looks from my shocked face to Cecelia and then to his manager sitting on the other side of the room. “We’re done for the night. Make this happen.” He moves the notebook up before setting it back down. “We can come back to record it another day.”

      The manager, who looked bored with the exchange until now, gets up and walks toward me. He picks up the notebook and looks over everything, nodding from time to time. Finally, he looks up at me.

      “How old are you, kid?”

      “Seventeen.”

      He smiles. “Do you have more songs?”

      “A few,” I say.

      He pulls a card from his wallet. “Why don’t you and your parents meet me tomorrow night, seven o’clock, at the Fallview Tavern & Grille. Bring more of your work.”

      “Seriously?” I ask.

      “Dead serious,” he says with a grin.

      For the first time in months, I find myself in a different headspace. I can’t wait to tell Heidi, and for once, I feel like I used to whenever I had something good to tell her.

      It’s a little past eleven when I rush out of the store, knowing the first thing I will do when I get home is call her.

      I’m at the corner of Eighth and Main when I slam into someone wearing a dark hoodie.

      She looks up at me, and her eyes lock onto mine.

      “Heidi?” I ask. “What are you doing? Is everything okay?”

      She bites her bottom lip and nods. “I’m fine.”

      I reach for her hand, and she pulls away.

      “I’m sorry, Heidi. I know that—”

      She cuts me off.

      “You have got to stop apologizing. It just makes me feel worse,” she says.

      I lower my tone. “What are you doing out so late? Do your parents even know—”

      She cuts me off again and crosses her arms over her chest. “What are you doing out this late at night?” She redirects the question.

      I sigh and lean against the building. “There was a band recording at the store tonight. I asked if I could stay. That’s why I stopped by your house earlier—to tell you that, but it’s like you weren’t even really there when I told you about it.”

      “Oh,” she says, and she looks away.

      “I was suffocating at home, Jace. You know my parents don’t let me go anywhere. And once school starts, it will probably be to school and back.”

      “They are just worried. Hell. I’m worried, especially with you being out this late at night.” She doesn’t say anything. “You could’ve called me,” I tell her.

      She closes her eyes and whispers, “Sometimes I wish you weren’t so patient and nice all the time.”

      I chuckle. “You know I’ll do anything for you, right? Things will go back to normal someday.”

      She tilts her head down, slowly shaking her head, and I sigh.

      “Let me walk you home,” I tell her.

      She looks up at me then, and her tone completely changes. She sounds agitated. “I’m not going home. Not yet.”

      “Heidi—” I take a deep breath. “What were you planning to do this late at night?”

      “I was going to walk to the library,” she says in a rushed tone, and I can see she regrets saying it as soon as the words come out.

      I give her a confused look. “I’ll walk with you then,” I say.

      She hesitates, but she knows she won’t be getting rid of me.

      She shrugs and starts walking.

      We walk side by side without saying a word. Once we get to the library, I watch her curiously as she goes to the side window and starts to prop it open.

      “What are you doing?” I ask in an alarmed tone.

      “Going in,” she says.

      “Hmmm. You mean, breaking in?”

      She shrugs. “The window was unlocked. No one will know.”

      “Heidi!” I say in a warning tone.

      She looks back and me.

      “Jace!” she says, mocking me. “I’m going in. Are you coming or what?”

      I let out a frustrated growl and follow her in through the window.

      I continue to follow her as she goes up to the second floor and sits under the window, closing her eyes for a split second.

      “Can I sit next to you?” I ask, pulling her back to the here and now. I don’t even know why I felt the need to ask.

      She takes a deep breath and looks to her right for a while, before looking up at me. “Sure,” she says.

      I sit next to her, and as soon as my back touches the wall, I hear her sob, and I don’t know what to do. I want to pull her toward me, but I don’t want to push her even further away by doing so. I’m trying to respect her limits when I have no clue what they really are anymore.

      “Talk to me, Heidi,” I beg her.

      She wipes her tears away, leans her head back against the wall, and closes her eyes.

      I just watch her and she stays that way, taking deep breaths in and out.

      “This is not your first time here since you came back, is it? I mean . . . the window—you knew it was open.”

      “I come here at nights,” she says in a low tone.

      “Why here?” I ask.

      She shrugs, but doesn’t say anything.

      We just sit here, not saying a word for a while.

      Me wishing I could fix all of this. And wishing, for a moment, that I could read her mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        HEIDI

      

      

      I remember everything.

      The irony is that I spent so much time trying to remember, and now, I wish I could forget it all.

      I come here at nights, hoping to see Zane, and every night, I go back home alone. Sometimes I even wonder if by doing that—by putting myself in danger every night—if it will make that hardheaded angel come out of hiding and show up. I know he has to be somewhere close by. There are two things I’m certain of. He wouldn’t have left me, and he would no longer be able to make himself invisible if he were here. I would be able to see him. I can see everyone for what they are—and their memories. God. I get so consumed by those visions that I can’t even stand the noise in my head most of the time. At least when I was dead, I was only able to see their memories of me. Now, I can see everything—secrets, like Roman Bishop’s . . . and Addie Beaumont’s . . . Jace’s constant guilt, and the fact he is keeping from me that he has been talking to that stalker Elsie.

      But worst of all is reliving the memories I got from Zane the night he brought me back. I was never able to do that with him. Not until then. And I felt everything. His pain . . . his agony . . . his love.

      “Please talk to me, Heidi,” Jace begs again.

      “This is the only place where I can be that it doesn’t feel like my head is about to explode,” I finally say.

      He sighs. “I wish there was something I could do to help you remember,” he says, and I hate lying to him.

      “Can I tell you something about when you were gone?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “There were times when I could feel you with me.” He looks at my hand, at the ring he gave me. Back when I was gone, I left it in his room for him to find, but he chooses not to talk about it. I wonder if he thinks that would be too much for me to handle, but I don’t push on it. “We’re soul mates, Heidi. We’ll get through this.”

      I shake my head. Soul mates. I wonder if one person can have more than one, because I love Jace, but this bond with Zane, or whatever this is . . . I don’t know what else to make of it.

      “Hey, look at me,” Jace says. “I’ll wait however long I have to.”

      I sigh and look away, and when I do, I spot a book titled Witches, and this insane idea hits me.

      Maybe I can use all this madness to my advantage. Maybe there is a way to fix this. To fix me.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday afternoon, there is a soft knock on my door before Jace pokes his head in.

      He grins from ear to ear.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, confused.

      “Come on. Let’s get you out of the house. I’m taking you to the Mathews River Paddlefest. I figured if there is one thing I can do, it’s rescue you from being home all day.”

      I sigh. “My parents would never let me.”

      His grin widens. “I called first thing this morning. They are fine with it. Although they made me promise I would keep my eyes on you the whole time. Not that it’s hard to do or anything.” He winks. “Oh, and I have to have you back by six.”

      “Six?!” I ask.

      He chuckles. “Yeah. But please don’t just take off at night again. Especially if you’re planning to break into places.”

      “We’ll see,” I say in what I think is a playful tone, but by the look on his face, it didn’t come across that way.

      “Just give me a few minutes. I’ll be right out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I have no plans to go kayaking, rafting, or any of the things going on during the paddlefest, but I go, because I want to get out of the house, and because Jace has put up with a lot already.

      When we get to the river, we find a spot to sit on the side of the forest where they are setting up food and drinks for later on. And we just people watch for a while. Ever since I came back, a lot of people come to my house to see how I’m doing. That is how I started picking up on those secrets I wish I hadn’t. But this is the first time I’ve been out in public like this. From time to time, I see people looking at me. Some of them wave, but they all keep their distance.

      “What are you thinking about?” asks Jace.

      I shrug. “Just wondering why everyone is keeping their distance.”

      He smiles. “I’m sure they are just trying to give you space.”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “You know, it’s actually not your parents fault we have to be back by six.”

      I give him a confused look.

      “Last night at the store, the band got a hold of a song I wrote. Their manager wants to meet with my parents and me tonight and look at more of my work. Cecelia thinks they want to sign me as a songwriter.”

      I look at him and see the excitement in his eyes. He deserves this.

      “Jace, that is amazing!” Without thinking, my arms go around him for a hug, and I get hit with a memory of him writing the song. Him thinking of how bad things have been . . . how he wishes things would get back to normal. I try my best not to pull myself away as abruptly as I usually do, because I know that will completely ruin his good mood. I force myself to stay still through the memory, and then, I slowly pull away, and he has this huge grin on his face.

      When I turn around, I see Ani Rukska not too far away, and I take it as a sign. I need a witch, and from what I picked up from her before, she is my best option. I just didn’t except to talk to her so soon.

      The area is not too busy right now, with most people doing something in the river, so I know I can probably talk to her without anyone hearing us.

      I turn to Jace. “I need to do something. I’ll be back.”

      He watches me curiously as I get up and go toward Ani.

      “Hi, Ani.” I say as I approach her. She stops and tilts her head to the side.

      “Hi,” she says back.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say in a low tone.

      “Okay.”

      “About the stuff you do. You know—the whole black magic thing.” Yeah, I definitely needed more time to prepare for this. She looks alarmed, and quickly looks around us.

      “Not here,” she says as she grabs my wrist and leads me toward the forest. I manage to quickly look at Jace and smile so he knows everything is good.

      When we are a good distance away, she says, “You’re human.”

      I nod.

      “How do you know?” she asks as she crosses her arms.

      I sigh. “Promise me you will keep a secret.” Gah. Who am I kidding? She would totally lie, but I’ve seen memories. I have leverage.

      “Sure. I promise,” she says.

      “I . . .” I sigh. There is no easy way of doing this.

      I feel it in my bones that I shouldn’t be telling her anything, but the way I see it, this is my only hope to have my life back. “I have this ability—I can peek into people’s memories.”

      She grins and watches me as if working through her own thoughts.

      “Does anyone in town know?”

      I shake my head.

      “Good,” she says. “That is really good. You should keep it that way.” She pauses. “Why are you telling me? What do you need?” she asks.

      “I need it to stop—this whole memory thing. I want my life back.”

      She chuckles. “This is about the boy, isn’t it? Jace?”

      I nod. “And—” I look away. “Is there any way to make me forget someone?”

      She hesitates and watches me. “It doesn’t sound like that is something you really want.”

      “It’s necessary,” I say. I know I will never have my life back if I keep thinking about him 24-7.

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Zane.”

      She tilts her head to the side. Maybe trying to put a face to the name.

      “He is an angel,” I tell her, and she grins as if today is turning out to be the most entertaining kind of day.

      “I’ll make you a deal. I will block the boy’s memories from you and make you forget the other, but that is as far as it will go. And from time to time, I will need you to peek into someone’s memories for me.”

      “But, what about—“ I start to say, and she interrupts me. “Take it or leave it, and oh, I’m also blocking my memory from you. Obviously.” She laughs.

      I sigh. “It’s a deal. What do you need from me to make this happen?”

      She smiles. “I’ll take care of everything I need for the spell. You will know when it’s done.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Oh, no. Thank you!” she says, and I know everything about this is wrong. She will be collecting soon.

      I walk back to Jace, and I expect her to follow me, but she goes in the other direction instead.

      “What was all that about?” Jace asks as I sit next to him.

      “Nothing important,” I lie and go back to people watching for a while before it’s time to go.

      When Jace drops me off, he walks me to the door.

      “Good luck tonight. I’m sure he will love your work. You deserve this.” Out of habit, when he reaches for a hug, I flinch, but as his arms wrap around me, I get nothing. No memories. I smile and hug him tighter, and when he pulls away, I pull him in for a kiss.

      “Now I wish I didn’t have to leave,” he whispers against my lips before taking a step back. “Can I come to see you after?” he asks, but I can’t answer him. The words just don’t come out. I stand here in shock as I watch the angel on the roof of the house across the street—Zane—walk away.
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        * * *

      

      If you haven’t already, read Heidi’s story in Avenoir (A Havenwood Falls High Novella) by Daniele Lanzarotta, available now, and its continuation, Blurred Lines, coming Spring 2019.
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            Whispers in the Night

          

          by Victoria Flynn

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When you have eternity at your disposal, you can either constantly change with the times or you can dwell on certain eras, special events, or pivotal moments that define who you are as a being. People like me do both simultaneously. We have no other choice.
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        * * *

      

      The Parisian humidity had lifted with a late summer’s rain shower. Everything smelled fresh and new, like rain and the revived blooms planted along Rue Azais below. August was ending. Soon, the color would drain from the metropolis, and it would once again be time to move on. Being a predator of the night as I was, I could never again feel the warmth of the sun’s rays on my skin. It was the reason I hated the cities so much during winter. Everything would be cold and dead, like me. I clenched my fist, my nails digging into the flesh of my palms. It was going to be another long, restless night.

      Loosening my neck tie and popping the top button open, I glanced down at the aged and yellowed parchment sheet I held in my hand. I felt the pangs of despair that had become such a constant in my life that I almost forgot it was different once upon a time. The page’s edges were tattered, and the creases were deep and worn from reading at least a hundred times. Knowing exactly what the letter said, I could’ve recited it from memory if I wanted to. Elegant letters, written in stylized cursive were stark against the page.

      Gabriel,

      It’s been a long time since you’ve been home. Too long. We miss you and wish you were here. Often, I wonder if you stay away because of me. I am the reason behind your immortal existence, and I understand if you hate me for it.

      When I saw you that fated night, I knew you were meant to be mine. My son. My pride and joy. My partner and equal. What you may not realize is why I chose you. You see, even bound and broken, you fought for survival. There was a fire in you the likes of which I’d never seen before. A weaker being would’ve died hours before I’d found you, but not you. This long life will give you many things that will test your resolve, but I have faith that you will accomplish anything you set your mind to. Men like you don’t know how to give up and accept defeat. I saw it on the battlefields in France and Austria. I saw the light in your eyes when the Russians toppled the monarchy and when the Americans rebelled. You’re a fighter, and this life was made for you.

      I know my ways are antiquated and can only offer a certain companionship that dulls the ache of living so long. When you find the one who calls to the man inside and quiets the monster, come home and take your place among the Lilith Nest. You were meant to lead by my side. I can’t say more. My enemies are close and wearing sheep’s clothing. I fear one day, the nest may fall solely to you to lead. My only regret will be not being there to see how great you can be.
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        * * *

      

      Viktor’s words brought back memories I’d tried for hundreds of years to keep buried, but they followed me like the plague. My birth as a vampire wasn’t an easy one. It had been horrific, painful, and so had been the years afterward. I became a monster I could hardly recognize, the Mr. Hyde to my current more reserved Dr. Jekyll. No matter how hard I tried, the creature within was never far from the surface.
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        * * *

      

      17th August 1674

      My master was displeased with me again. The plow horse is lame, despite my best efforts to stop the festering around its hoof. It needed to be put down, but Lord Brennan wouldn’t hear of it. The nearest animal doctor was in Galway, near on ten miles to the west of the Brennan estate. It took two days to return with the physician, by which time the horse refused to stand. We put him out of his misery and harvested what we could, but Lord Brennan decided payment for the horse’s loss had to be made in flesh.

      Forty lashes on another thirty for not returning the same day.

      It was the seventh lash that finally broke the skin, letting blood run freely. My back was shredded, and there was nothing salvageable remaining of my only good shirt. Many times I’d contemplated running away, but always resigned myself to my term. Freedom laid just the other side of the next three years, assuming I survived that long. After the whipping, that seemed even less likely. Lord Brennan didn’t cut me down from the post, and no one dared come near enough to tend to me in fear of the repercussions.

      Hours had passed when nightfall came and the temperature was near freezing. I was sure I would die before the sun rose again. Sometimes, I even wished for it. The angel of death must have heard my pleas because a demon emerged from the darkness, eyes shining brightly in the darkness and focused on me as he drew nearer. He looked like a man, no older than forty, with alabaster skin and dark hair tied at the nape of his neck. His clothes were fine, dripping with high quality and class.

      “Fighting to the end. That’s honorable,” the demon said.

      I didn’t have the strength to answer him, nor to lift my head and stare him back down to the pits he rose from. I didn’t have to—the beast did it for me.

      “Don’t fear. It’s almost over, boy,” he said soothingly.

      It was the last thing I heard before his teeth sunk into my neck, draining me of the little life I had remaining. My heart beat throbbed loudly in my ears as it slowed to a stand still and then, there was nothing.

      I woke several days later with the worst headache of my life. There was a single candle lit on a table against the far wall, but I could see everything clearly as though it were broad daylight. The room was unfamiliar to me, much finer than I was accustomed in the servant’s quarters. I leapt from the bed, landing with more grace and agility than a cat. Footsteps sounded from outside the door just before the knob rattled and swung in. A man stepped through with a young girl no older than sixteen in tow.

      “Good. You’re awake. I figured you might be hungry,” he remarked, shoving the girl toward me.

      “Hungry?” I asked, my voice cracking at the attempt.

      “Yes, hungry. You’ll need to feed right away if you’re to survive the transition and be reborn. Don’t feed and you die. The choice is yours.”

      With that, the man turned and left the room, leaving me more than a little confused. The girl’s eyes were round with terror, and her heart was racing as she backed herself into the corner. It was then that I realized I could hear her heartbeat. Actually hear it! Such things were impossible. I thought back over what had transpired.

      At first, I didn’t know what had happened, but it all came back to me in a rush.

      I’d died…and somehow, I was back. Such had to be the work of the Devil himself. What wretched creature was I? Were the gates of Heaven now closed to me? I feared the worst.

      My throat burned with thirst, and it felt like I’d swallowed a fistful of sand. Sharp points dug into the tender flesh of my lips. Reaching up, I pricked my finger on the fangs which had descended.

      Vampyre.

      I’d heard such tales from the old sailors and bootleggers who’d traveled far and wide. Although, I never thought I’d encounter one, let alone become one myself.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      The pounding of the girl’s heart echoed inside my head, threatening to drive me to madness. I crossed the room in the blink of an eye, faster than I would have thought possible. She smelled earthy with a floral hint and of manure. The girl worked the land, just as I had.

      “P-p-please don’t kill m-me,” she whimpered, trying to make herself as small as possible.

      Her words didn’t register over the beating of her pulsing neck. I couldn’t focus on anything else. All logic and good sense fled me, leaving only instinct. I pounced, restraining her attempts to fight me off. I think I might’ve heard a bone snap in the scuffle. Her cries filled my ears, but I was no longer listening.

      My teeth sank into her neck as her blood coated my tongue. I gulped the sweet liquid down like mother’s milk, giving no thought to anything other than quenching the crazed thirst. Flesh tore as I tried to drink my fill. Bones ground against each other under my unyielding grasp. With long pulls, I drank deep and enjoyed the warm drunken sensation that accompanied it. It was far better than any ale I’d ever been able to afford.

      It was only when my belly was full and the thirst subsided that I realized what I’d done. Her head was barely attached and her arm hung in unnatural angles. The girl’s throat was in tatters, and no thuds sounded from her heart. She was undoubtedly dead.

      At some point during the fray, the demon-man re-entered the room and observed as the scene unfolded before him. I dropped the girl, shocked by what I’d done. He stepped forward, picking the girl up to examine what was left of her neck.

      “You’re a savage eater. I like that. My name is Viktor Azimov, but you my son, may just call me Viktor.”

      “What have I done?” I uttered, finding my voice once again.

      “Do you know what I am, boy?”

      I nodded quickly.

      “Do you understand what you are now?”

      Another nod.

      “What’s your name?” Viktor prodded as though he were talking to a small child.

      “Gabriel ó Dubhghaill, sir.”

      “Well, Gabriel, come with me. I have much to teach you.”

      Without saying another word, Viktor turned and made his way to the door before regarding me expectantly.

      “Are you coming?” he asked.

      I glanced back and forth between the lifeless body at my feet and the man who held answers to my very existence, making a choice then and there that my life was my own and I was going to live it to the fullest. Angels and Devils be damned.

      Truthfully, I didn’t even feel bad about killing the girl. She would only be the first of many. She’d made me feel strong and powerful in ways I’d never before known. A powerful drug I could lose myself in, time and again.

      “I have something to do first.”

      Viktor’s brows rose with a question as he pursed his lips and narrowed his gaze at me.

      “You have revenge on your mind, don’t you?” he asked, interested.

      I nodded.

      “Good, lad. Let us hunt then.”
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        * * *

      

      Viktor had taught me everything there was to know about being a vampire, and I owed him more than I could ever hope of repaying. Now that he was gone, I felt adrift.

      Flipping the letter over, I scanned Viktor’s words one more time, trying to reconcile with his loss.
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        * * *

      

      P.S.

      I knew you were special from that very first kill. You understood the necessity of our lives, to kill or be killed. By blood or by choice, you’re my son and I am more proud of you than you will ever know.

      Be well, my boy. Come home soon, stay safe.

      -Viktor
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        * * *

      

      I scanned the letter one last time before folding it back up and tucking it into the bottom drawer of my desk, where I kept every letter Viktor had sent me. While it was insurance for myself, it was also the last remaining piece of a lost man holding on to the only thing he had left, of the only father he’d ever known.

      Once upon a time, I’d been every bit the savage beast vampires had long been thought to be, a mindless killer who hunted from the shadows and reveled in the prey’s cries for mercy. In truth, the thrill of the hunt faded with time. Faces of those I killed began to bleed together and the details disappeared as time marched on. Viktor never seemed to lose his enjoyment of it, though. That was where we differed and why I had decided to leave him. He wanted me to be the monster I’d been in my younger years, but all I dreamed of was finding someone who understood the man underneath the monster. A partner, a lover, a friend.

      Once I’d been naught more than a slave, Viktor had raised me up to a gentleman and taught me how to take care of myself. Instead of hunting for vagrants and homeless to feed on, I invested my earnings and made substantial donations to various charities. Using blood servants, something else I’d inherited from my maker, was my only means of blood anymore, leaving hunting in the streets to the less experienced.

      I was in a nostalgic mood, mourning in my own way. I read over his words yet again, sitting in my chair with the full moon overhead. At some point during my stroll down memory lane, I’d fallen asleep. Dreams seldom came to me, and when they did, I was always alone.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes opened and suddenly, I was staring out over the sprawling city of Rome, lights sparkling stars in the night sky for as far as the eye could see. Soon, I would leave again, returning to Paris with the hopes it could offer a welcome diversion.

      The night was cool, but still held the heat of summer’s end. I heard the gentle thuds of bare feet as they padded across the room, approaching me from behind. Her intoxicating scent filled my senses, fanning the flames of desire that were raging within me.

      Soft, skilled fingers worked over my shoulders, trailing down my chest and embracing me from behind. I smoothed my hand over the sun kissed flesh of a woman’s arm. The light scent of her perfume permeated my senses. Her pulse was strong and steady and yet, I wasn’t obsessed with the idea of draining her dry. This had to be another dream.

      Giving someone my back went against everything I’d ever been taught, but I was at ease with this person. I didn’t need to see her face to know who it was. She always came to me when I needed her most.

      My desert rose.

      The breeze rustled my hair and carried the fresh scent of herbs growing in window boxes and the coming rain. I looked out over the valley, realizing that it was one I’d recognized. It was my home, tucked away in the mountains of Colorado.

      Peace.

      It was something I wasn’t used to feeling.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever tire of seeing you like this,” a sweet voice whispered at my back.

      “Oh really? Well, I don’t think I’ll ever tire of the way it feels when your hands are on me, my beautiful desert rose,” I answered, grabbing ahold of her hand and pushing it lower down my body.

      She didn’t need any more prodding, her soft hands worked over me, exploring every hill and valley of my stomach. Following the trail of hair southward, she slipped her hands into the waistband of my pants, teasing me without ever reaching her goal. She tugged, and I turned in her arms, giving in to her small request.

      “If you don’t quit teasing me, love, I’ll have you against that wall screaming my name for the whole city to hear,” I growled, dragging her lithe body against mine.

      “But I like teasing you. You have the best reactions,” she said, sucking her lip into her mouth and biting it in that sexy way that drove me wild.

      “Why do you insist on making me crazy?”

      “I like the way crazy you needs to own me, body and soul,” she whispered, raising my hand and popping my middle finger into her hot, wet mouth.

      Her tongue traced a line up the length of it, sucking her cheeks in as her dark eyes found mine. I wanted more than anything to lose myself in her, go to bed and not leave again for a few days.

      “You’re a naughty girl. Does the naughty girl want to come out to play?” I teased, popping my finger free from her mouth.

      Warmth bloomed in my chest and my slacks tightened painfully as I strained against the constricting zipper. Dark chocolate eyes framed by long thick lashes stared back into my own. There was something lurking in the depths of those eyes that called to me. Before I could see the rest of her, the whole scene changed as she was ripped away from me.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, panting as I tried to get my bearings. The lights were off, and the sky had grown light; morning was coming. Getting to my feet, I noticed the glass of blood waiting for me on the bar cart in the corner of the sitting room. Taking the glass, I brought it to my lips. The blood was still warm, fragrant citrus notes reaching my nose. It was from my blood servant and personal assistant, Lorenzo De Luca. He’d always gone above and beyond for me, for which I was ever grateful.

      Bringing the glass to my lips, I froze.

      The woman from my dreams was standing in front of the open window. Her back was to me, but I knew without a single doubt that it was her. Her long hair hung down to the middle of her back, relaxed waves of her hair blew around her, giving her an ethereal appearance.

      My feet began moving toward her of their own volition. Putting the glass down as I crossed the room, I reached for her. Instead of meeting her hot, solid flesh, my hands went through her. However, I’d caught her attention.

      She turned toward me, and her face was paler than I’d ever seen her before. Her lips began to move, yet no sound came from her lips.

      “What are you saying? What’s wrong?” I asked, trying to make sense of the words she was mouthing.

      She kept trying to talk to me, without ever making a sound and growing angry when she was beginning to understand that I didn’t know what she was saying. I wanted to take her in my arms and assure her that everything was fine, if only she’d speak and tell me what was wrong.

      “Where are you? What can I do?” I asked, panic creeping in.

      She took a step backward, out onto the balcony where I couldn’t follow. The sun was about to crest over the horizon, and I had no desire to be barbecued before I found the girl in the flesh.

      “Come back!” I called, taking refuge behind the curtain. “How am I supposed to find you? I don’t even have your name.”

      “Come to Havenwood Falls. I’m waiting,” she whispered only a second before the sun crested and her apparition evaporated into the morning air.

      Tugging the blackout curtains shut, I made sure I wouldn’t burn. My stare was glued to the spot my Desert Rose had just occupied. Was my mind playing tricks on me? Mocking my failure to find the woman I yearned for more than I’d ever wanted anything? The only clue I had to prove myself sane was her scent. Her light, spicy fragrance lingered; the only sign she’d really been there.

      Havenwood Falls? Chills ran up my spine, though I couldn’t figure out why. I’d never been there before, never even heard of it, but I couldn’t deny the part of me that was whispering it was important.

      An echo carried on the wind filtering through the curtain and into my ears.

      “Come to Havenwood Falls. I’m waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Read Alina and Gabriel’s story in Stolen Wishes (A Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk Novella) by Victoria Flynn, available now.
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        * * *
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      “Ruby, are you ready?”

      Cecelia poked her head around the corner and glanced into the back of Howe’s Herbal Shop looking for her friend, Ruby, the elderly matriarch of the family that consisted of Ruby, her daughter Rose, and granddaughter, Scarlett.

      The Havenwood Falls shop belonging to the Howes was always bustling with activity. Today was no exception. Cecelia nodded to Scarlett, who pointed toward the front of the shop.

      Cecelia found Ruby assisting a customer on the other side of the Mabon display that featured apple scented candles and soaps spilling from the mouth of a cornucopia in a stair step pattern. The merchandise alternated space on the shelves below the woven cornucopia’s wide mouth. The display contained the perfect items for the season as the Autumnal Equinox was a time of plenty, and the apple was a symbol of the season’s magic.

      All around town the Mabon season and Founders Day were being celebrated in similar fashion. Broastful Brew and Coffee Haven were featuring their seasonal pumpkin spice everything along with other autumn flavors, like apple and cinnamon enhanced coffees and teas. To be honest, the whole town smelled of apples.

      This was Cecelia’s favorite time of year. There was a crispness to the air that never failed to re-energize her. As an angel, she had little need for human food or drink, but she never missed a chance to join her friends Ruby and Sherry Grimes for a daily coffee. Sherry was an admitted coffee-aholic and never missed a chance to imbibe.

      As a matter of fact, looking out the window, Cece could see Sherry making her way toward the shop holding three paper cups of coffee on a small cardboard tray. Chuckling and shaking her head, Cecelia watched Sherry nod and greet several of the townspeople as she navigated among tourists and friends.

      Mayor Barbie stopped Sherry with a hand on the arm, and Sherry leaned in, frown lines forming between her eyes as she stopped to listen. Mayor Barbie seemed pretty intense, and Sherry nodded several times before the women parted ways. Cece wondered what that was all about and vowed to ask her friend when she arrived in the store.

      “What did you need, dear?” Ruby asked, coming to join Cecelia as the tourist happily made her way to the front of the shop where Scarlett waited to ring up her purchases.

      “Are you ready for the ceremony?” Cecelia asked Ruby, smiling at the older woman’s distracted expression. Even while carrying on a conversation Ruby was doing three things at once. As the older woman straightened the display, rearranging the candles to fill in the holes left by the ones just purchased, Cecelia lifted the bag in her arms. “I have everything you asked for. We are just doing a simple gratitude ceremony, right?”

      “I think so. Shouldn’t take too long, either. Is Sherry here yet?”

      “Yep, I’m here!” Sherry greeted her two friends with a quick hug then handed them each a coffee.

      “Thank you, dear,” Ruby said, setting the coffee down on the display. She looked even more distracted than before, and Cecelia wrinkled her brow as she watched Ruby walk toward the front, coffee forgotten.

      “What’s the matter, Cece?” Sherry sighed in contentment as she took a sip of her brew.

      “Nothing. Probably nothing. Yeah, nothing.”

      “Okay,” Sherry said with a laugh. She reached out and squeezed Cecelia’s arm. “I totally get the feeling that in spite of your protestations to the contrary, there is something bothering you, though.”

      “Does Ruby seem distracted to you?” Cece asked as her eyes followed Ruby around the store where the older woman was picking up herbs and candles and putting them in a bag.

      “No more than normal, I guess,” Sherry said. She walked toward a garbage can conveniently placed near the front door and dropped in her empty container.

      When Sherry returned, Cece said, “So what were you and Mayor Barbie talking about?”

      Sherry hesitated then said, “She was just concerned about the ‘atmosphere’ today. She said there was something off about things in town, but nothing she could put her finger on. She just warned me to be on the lookout in case something goes awry and to warn Rusty to keep a good eye on the town and woods today.”

      “Ah,” said Cece. It wasn’t unusual for the magic in town to go a bit awry whenever there were a lot of celebrations going on. With so many people in town, and both the Founders Day Celebration and Mabon happening, it wouldn’t be unusual for something to get loose. Cece’s eyes followed Ruby as she wandered about the store on her way back to them. The older witch still looked distracted, her mind on other things.

      “Are we ready, Ruby?” Cecelia asked, putting aside her worries about Ruby’s state of mind as they headed toward the exit.

      “Oh wait, we can probably use this.” Ruby reached out for the cornucopia. Her quick movement dislodged one of the shelves below the woven item, causing them to spill soaps and candles in a domino effect. Cece reached out and managed to catch most of the items before they tumbled onto the floor.

      Ruby gasped as one of the soaps almost fell into the flame of a burning candle.

      “Got it,” said a young woman who had managed to grab the cellophane wrapped soap before it reached the flame. “Phew, that was close.”

      “Oh, thank you, dear.” Ruby took the soap and carefully put it on the shelf with the others before turning to smile at her.

      Cece recognized the young woman as Alex Newton who’d arrived in town not long ago.

      “Hello, Alex.” Cece nodded her thanks to the girl who replaced the soap on the table.

      Alex smiled in return, shrugging off the thanks.

      After a few minutes’ polite conversation with them, Alex smiled and told them she was headed for Shelf Indulgence, the town’s bookstore, and hoped to see them later. The three women nodded and waved good-bye as they left the shop and headed for the woods at the edge of town.

      “Is the table set up and the circle prepared?” Ruby asked as they hurried away. The ceremony would be performed at dusk, the time when light and dark were in balance. That was when the magic was strongest.

      While Sherry was not a supernatural person in any way, shape, or form, unlike Ruby who was a witch, and Cecelia who was an angel, the trio were always stronger when she was with them.

      Sherry was possessed of a very strong presence and was totally accepting of the strange inhabitants of Havenwood Falls. She was the lover and mate of Rusty Higgins, a local wolf-shifter. Rusy worked with his cousin, Sheriff Ric Kasun, patrolling the woods surrounding their magical town to protect the residents, both humans and supernaturals.

      Havenwood Falls was not like other towns. The town’s residents were both supernatural beings, such as vampires, shifters, witches, and others of that ilk, as well as regular humans, some of whom knew about the abilities of their neighbors, and some who were blissfully unaware of the stranger side of their friends.

      Magic was everywhere in Havenwood Falls, but most never knew about it. The town celebrated the seasons, and this time of year, when the leaves were turning gold or red, was one of its best times to shine.

      Cecelia loved this time of year because of the season’s vitality. Today was September 21st—the first day of Mabon and the celebration of the Autumnal Equinox—and they were about to celebrate the annual gratitude ceremony. The ceremony they were doing was a simple one that just the three friends were doing. There was another one in town as part of the Founders Day celebration.

      They reached the clearing where the table had been set up earlier by Rusty. It really was nothing more than a log about eight feet long, split so the flatter rough edge was facing up while the ends were supported by two stumps. On it were some of the bounty of the season—pine cones, apples, and greenery. The candles and herbs brought by Ruby were soon arranged in a pleasing display that started at the mouth of the cornucopia and lined the edge of the log.

      Ruby lit each of the candles as the night air became cooler with the setting sun.

      Each woman took a candle, placing it on the log near where they stood. Then the women arranged themselves into a triangle with Ruby on one side of the log and Cece and Sherry on the other side at angles to each other and to her, but still within fingertip reach of each other. Connections were important to the ceremony.

      Ruby closed her eyes, fingers reaching for the others, who closed their eyes, too.

      Cece felt a gentle caress of air on her cheek and opened her eyes to see a will-o’-the-wisp, a small ball of light that could often be found in the woods starting at dusk. They were drawn to the ceremony’s magic, and as she watched, Cece could see more gathering about.

      Mostly harmless, the lights could be a boon to those lost in the woods, as they were known to assist travelers in finding the right paths. But sometimes, for no known reason, the lights could turn mischievous or downright harmful.

      The one touching her face moved on to brush against Sherry, who stood with her eyes closed. This particular light was being extra playful as it continued to bump against Sherry’s cheek and hair, causing her to open her eyes.

      “What is up with that thing?” Sherry asked as she broke the connection with the other two ladies and batted the light away.

      “I’m not sure,” Cece said, trying to hold in a giggle. “But it does seem to like you.”

      “Well, I wish it would go mess with someone else,” Sherry muttered under her breath.

      “Ladies,” Ruby said in a scolding voice, “we are losing the balance. We have to do the ceremony now. Just forget about those silly things for now.”

      Ruby took a deep breath, grabbed the hands of her friends, and said, “Oh, mother of all goodness and bounty, we beseech you to bless this harvest we have brought. Apples for wisdom and magic. Candles for light against the darkness. The bounty of your forest in the holly and pine cones we have gathered. The renewal of love between friends in the souls we have joined here.”

      When Ruby said the word “souls,” Cecelia felt a rippling in the air that caused a tingling on her arm where several of the wisps had alit.

      Uh-oh, the angel thought, something went wrong.

      Opening her eyes, Cecelia noted with surprise that the will-o-the-wisps were glowing brighter and growing larger. Moments ago, they’d been the size of a golf ball, but now they were rapidly growing to the size of an apple, and then a watermelon. If they continued to grow like this, they would be the size of the moon soon.

      “Um . . . Ruby, I think we have a problem,” Cecelia said, trying to keep alarm from her tone.

      “Oh, no,” Ruby said as she opened her eyes and saw the result of her prayer.

      The wisps were buzzing about—their agitated movements as they zipped and zagged about the clearing were evidence of their own shock at being so large.

      But one, the one that had playfully bumped against Sherry’s cheek just moments before, was remaining still.

      Cecelia could make out a small dark blob inside it that grew as the shadows of the impending night began lengthening. While the other lights were confused, this one seemed, by its very inactivity, to be thinking.

      That’s not possible, is it? They can’t think, can they? The angel watched the orb shiver once, before, as if making up its mind, it shot forward and headed straight down the path toward town.
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        * * *

      

      “Ruby?” Sherry asked as she disentangled herself from several of the balls of light that were snarled in her hair and clothing. Every time she removed one, another one stuck on to her like some strange game of tag and she was “it.”

      “What happened?” Ruby looked as confused as Sherry. Both women turned to Cece, who was free of all the lights. There were now at least a hundred of the small wisps, as well as the larger ones caught up in the spell of the gratitude ceremony, hovering around the women and buzzing with agitation.

      The lights of the larger ones remained clear and shadow-less. Only the one who’d sped off had carried darkness within it.

      “I felt a tingling when you said the word ‘souls’ in the spell, Ruby. Would that have made a difference?” Cece looked at Ruby.

      Ruby wrinkled her brow and then a loud “oh” escaped her.

      She quickly turned to the larger balls of light that were with them and said a quick chant that returned them to their normal size. They stopped trying to attack Sherry and with a final annoyed buzz, sped off into the forest, leaving the three women alone in the clearing.

      Sherry looked a little worse for the wear, her hair tangled and twisted where the wisps had been hiding in it and tugging on her. All their clothing was a bit disheveled but soon put to rights.

      “What about the one that got away before your spell fixed things again?” Cece asked as the women gathered the harvest from the table.

      “Got away?” Ruby asked, going still with her hand poised over a pine cone. She turned to face Cece with an alarmed expression. “What got away?”

      “One of the wisps. It headed toward the path for town.”

      “Oh, that’s not good,” said Ruby. She frowned. “We need to get to town right away.”

      “It’s just a wisp,” Cece said, not understanding Ruby’s concern. “They’re harmless balls of light, right?”

      Sherry was glancing from one to the other with a growing sense of alarm. “Do I need to call Rusty?” She had her phone out and was starting to dial.

      “No!” Ruby wasn’t quite shouting, but she did appear to get more agitated the longer they took to gather the items from the log.

      Sherry paused before pushing the next button. Glancing from Cece back to Ruby and back to Cece again, she mouthed, is Ruby okay?

      Cece shrugged. Gathering the last of the items into her bag, the angel grabbed Sherry by the elbow and hurried after Ruby, who was running down the path back to town so fast, her shoes were a blur.

      When they cleared the woods and approached town square, they could see folks walking about and acting like nothing was any different than any other night in the magical town center of Havenwood Falls. Lights twinkled in the shops, garlands of apples and towering displays of pumpkins were . . . wait a minute, where was the tower of pumpkins in front of the gazebo in the town square? Pumpkins were scattered all over the grass as if a large hand had come along and knocked them askew.

      Some kids were crying, pumpkins smashed at their feet, while parents comforted them.

      “There, we have to go to Shelf Indulgence,”  Ruby shouted over her shoulder as she hurried forward. She was pointing in the direction of the bookstore.

      Cece caught the barest impression of light flashing as it disappeared inside the bookstore when an unsuspecting customer opened the door. To the man leaving the building, the light probably appeared to be a lost balloon. She heard the customer laugh as he poked the wisp, which reacted with a small electrical charge, much like static electricity. The man pulled his hand back shouting, “Ow!” as he did so.

      “I see it,” Cece said as she raced after Ruby, who had dropped her basket of apples and pine cones to make running easier. Sherry matched the angel’s stride, and the two women caught up to Ruby just as she reached the bookstore.

      Out of breath from her run and with the help of the other two, the witch leaned against the building to catch her breath.

      Inside the bookstore, the trio heard shouts down one of the aisles of books. Ruby jumped, her face pale and uneasy. Sedona, owner of Shelf Indulgence, joined the three women, a few books in her hands. Her hair was in shades of a mermaid today—blues and purples highlighting her delicate face. She looked at the three women who’d rushed inside with a concerned expression.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked. Maxwell, the resident ghost of Shelf Indulgence, floated to her side.

      “Ruby? What’s going on?” Maxwell was eyeing them suspiciously, his eyes locked on the elderly witch. He didn’t look pleased.

      “Uh, hello, Maxwell,” Ruby said.

      “Don’t hello Maxwell, me, Ruby,” the ghost of the elegant man said, puffing up his chest and crossing his arms. “What did you do?”

      “Maxwell,” Sedona said in a softer tone, “don’t be rude. Ruby, what’s happened?”

      “I-I-I’m not really sure,” Ruby confessed. She collapsed against one of the bookshelves, an anguished expression on her face.

      “We were doing a simple gratitude ceremony to celebrate Mabon,” Cece started to explain but Maxwell brushed aside her explanation, his expression darkening with displeasure as he watched Ruby.

      “Ruby, what incantation did you use?”

      “Nothing special. The one I usually use,” Ruby answered. But she was fidgeting as she spoke.

      Just then, the ladies heard a loud crash from farther back in the bookstore. Jumping to her feet, Ruby raced to the back of the store with Sedona on her heels.

      Maxwell shouted to the witch’s departing back, “You better think really hard about that blessing, Ruby. I’ve a feeling you messed it up, big time.”
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        * * *

      

      Cece and Sherry caught up to Ruby as she was helping a very dazed and confused Alex Newton off the floor. Dusting off her clothes, Ruby was whispering a spell that fixed the rip in Alex’s jeans even while soothing the young woman’s confused expression. Sedona began straightening things.

      “What just happened?” Alex asked when she’d regained her feet.

      Overhead, one of the lights was swinging on its chain. Light flashed shadows over them all, casting an eerie glow over the room.

      No, Cece realized, glancing upward. The shadow was not from the light, but rather from the now twice enlarged shadow ball that used to be the tiny will-o-the-wisp from the woods.

      Sedona gasped and exchanged a glance with Maxwell, who’d floated to her side. He was looking up with a sour expression.

      “Get that out of my store,” hissed Maxwell, waving his hands in the direction of the shadow-wisp. As he advanced closer, the wisp grew another few inches larger and the darkness inside became blacker. “Sedona,” he said with a firmness in his tone that brooked no argument. “Why don’t you let me handle this? If you’ll get the customers out of the store?”

      Sedona nodded. They could hear her asking customers to step outside for a few minutes while they cleaned up a mess in the store.

      “Ruby?” Cece asked as she joined her friend. The women and ghost stared upward.

      Ruby didn’t look around as Sedona cleared the store. She kept her eyes focused on the be-spelled wisp. Maxwell was stalking around the intruder, staying just out of reach. His expression darkened further as he reached out a ghostly hand toward the ball of light. He stopped before touching it. Glancing behind him, he watched as the last of the customers were led out of the store by Sedona.

      Sedona closed the door behind her once the CLOSED sign was put in the window. The ones remaining in the bookstore studied the ball of pulsating light and shadow.

      Maxwell crossed his arms protectively across his chest once more as he eyed the wisp with growing concern. Cece had a feeling that if the ghost had his way, he would have tossed the wisp out without any regard for the damage that might ensue.

      The wisp had become the epitome of what Mabon was all about. It was both light and dark, it was harmony and discord, it was the joining of balance and the need for change. And it was angry and confused.

      “Ruby,” said Cece, watching the wisp bounce about the room as it sought escape. “I think I know what happened. And I think I know what we have to do to return the wisp to its normal size.”

      Every head swiveled in her direction.

      Cece walked toward it with one of her hands outstretched. The wisp reacted to her reach by turning toward her and then floating away. Cece gripped one of Sherry’s hands in one of hers and then grabbed Alex’s in her other. She motioned Ruby to take Sherry’s other hand.

      “Maxwell, do you want to join us?”

      “In what?” the ghost asked suspiciously.

      “Simply put, we need to create a circle of gratitude,” Cece explained.

      “What is that thing?” asked Alex, looking upward. She looked both curious and alarmed.

      “It’s a will-o-the-wisp, a bit of light and energy that usually inhabits the woods. They come out at night and roam about, helping folks find their way. This one got hit with a bit of negative energy during the gratitude ceremony, and the spell caused it to mutate into this. We have to put more positive energy into it. Balance out the negative, as it were.”

      “Ah,” said Alex, looking with kindness at the wisp. “It looks very sad.”

      “What makes you say that, Alex?” asked Cece.

      “The colors,” explained Alex. “They shift from light to shadow, depending on who is speaking. Like when you were talking just now, Cece, explaining all this to me, the colors were lighter, like pinks and yellows. But when he speaks,” Alex pointed to Maxwell, “they grow darker.”

      “It needs to be out of my store,” Maxwell said defensively.

      As if to prove Alex’s point, the minute the ghost spoke, the ball became filled with shadows, as though a storm was about to break.

      Maxwell looked upward and sighed. “You poor thing,” he said a little more gently. The shadows lightened to dull gray then soft silver as the ghost’s expression softened.

      “That’s it,” Ruby said, suddenly shocking them all and sending the wisp into a corner of the room where it hovered, shaking in fear at the sudden, unexpected noise.

      “What’s it?” Sherry asked. She was confused, her brow wrinkling as her eyes followed the shaking wisp.

      “I’m ready.” Ruby nodded to them all. “Alex, do you want to help us?”

      “Yes, please.” Alex said with a wide smile. She gripped the hands holding hers tightly and closed her eyes.

      Cece let go of Alex’s hand and reached out to the wisp, gently nudging it into the center of their circle. Maxwell stood outside the group, and then with a sigh, joined the circle of women.

      Ruby glanced upward and said, “Oh, mother of the harvest and keeper of the balance, we beseech you to return this orb, this wayward wisp, back to its original size. In this time of Mabon, the season of plenty where light and dark poise together in harmony, we ask for your blessing to be shown to this tiny creature.”

      Ruby paused when a small cry was heard coming from inside the wisp. Light and dark fought within a storm punctuated by flashes of lightning and deep rumbles of thunder. Ruby pressed on with her spell. The women all squeezed hands tighter, hoping to add strength to Ruby’s prayer.

      “Bring forth goodness; return the balance to your four sisters—earth, air, water, and fire. Take this wisp into your bosom, guiding the darkness to light.”

      The temperature in the store grew colder as the wisp shivered and quaked in its refusal to accept the blessing. The tiny storm inside broke out in small bursts of wind that ruffled hair and tugged at their clothing as Ruby continued the prayer.

      “In this time of plenty, we beseech you to remember the season and its time of change.” Ruby raised her voice to be heard above the rising roar of the wind rushing from the wisp. “Remember want. Remember need. Remember joy. Remember peace.”

      At the word “peace,” the room became suddenly still, as if the wind had been behind a door that was sharply closed.

      The temperature in the room returned to normal. The wind had gone, and the wisp began shrinking before their eyes until it was the size of a golf ball once more.

      It glowed with a golden light again, the darkness nowhere to be seen.

      Bobbing about the room, the wisp touched each of the women on the head, avoiding Maxwell as he batted it away, his transparent hand going through the orb instead of touching the surface.

      The wisp bumped into the display window several times before Ruby walked over. Opening the store’s door, she let the wisp out.

      They all gathered at the window, watching as the wisp floated about, touching people who then smiled as it made its way back to the rest of the wisps who waited for it in the gathering darkness of the evening at the edge of town.

      “Well, that was certainly interesting,” Maxwell said, although his tone implied it was anything but that. Pointing behind him to where a broom rested against the wall he said, “Now, Ruby, clean up the mess it made.”

      Ruby bowed slightly, accepting the rebuke before bidding the ghost a good night. She was greeted by a snort as the ghost left.

      Later, the three friends gathered back at the Howes’ shop for their final cup of coffee of the night.

      “I hope the wisp is okay,” Sherry said.

      “I think the wisp is much better now than before the experience it had tonight,” Cecelia said to her friends. Her hands were wrapped around her cup, not that she was cold and needed the warmth of the hot beverage, but more for the comfort it brought her.

      Ruby nodded thoughtfully. “I think that particular wisp was struggling. Perhaps the wisp learned the difference between light and dark today, something we all need to be reminded of once in a while.”

      “And what is that difference?” Sherry asked.

      “Friends. Coffee. Whatever brings you peace,” Ruby said wisely as the three friends tapped their cups in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Want more Sherry and Rusty? Read Old Wounds (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Susan Burdorf, available now. And read Cecelia’s story, Rock Me Gently (A Havenwood Falls Novel) by Susan Burdorf, also available now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        About the Author

      

      

      Susan Burdorf is an avid reader, photographer, and lover of all things sparkly. Writing is a passion that is only quenched when THE END is written on the last page of a manuscript. Nothing says home to her, though, like the presence of her family. Susan encourages you to correspond with her and is available for public appearances at schools and conferences. You can reach her through her social media contacts listed below.

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/susanburdorfauthor

      Twitter and Instagram: @sburdorf

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Also by Susan Burdorf

      

        

      
        A Cygnet’s Tale

        Breaking Fences

      

        

      
        Havenwood Falls

        Old Wounds

        Rock Me Gently

      

      

    

  







            Halloween 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      



  





        .

        
          [image: ]
        

      



  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 Halloween Hauntings by Susan Burdorf, Halloween Pixie Hunt by T.V. Hahn, The Family Business by Kristie Cook, Ang’dora Productions, LLC

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      Published by

      Ang’dora Productions, LLC

      5621 Strand Blvd, Ste 210

      Naples, FL 34110

      Havenwood Falls and Ang’dora Productions and their associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Ang’dora Productions, LLC

      

      Cover design by Regina Wamba at MaeIDesign.com

      

      Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission of the owner of this book.

      

      Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters and events are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Halloween Hauntings

          

          By Susan Burdorf

        

      

    

    
      “Ouch!” Josh said. Picking the sliver from his thumb, he sucked the bead of blood that appeared in the wood’s former resting place. From the corner of his eye, he examined his handiwork—yep, the Halloween decorations this year were pretty remarkable, even if he did have to say so himself.

      Pumpkins with their jagged grins, lit by LED candles instead of wax ones, lined the walkway from the street to the building where a couple of headless ghouls flanked the bay and office doors. Their light gray and black rags made them pretty spooky, but it was the skeletal hands holding the fake severed heads of his friends Rusty and Sherry that took the cake. He wondered if they would appreciate the joke as much as he did.

      Still sucking the wound, he laughed outright at what he imagined their expressions and comments would be when they stopped over later.

      “You okay, Josh?”

      The mechanic and owner of the Havenwood Falls Garage looked over his shoulder at the speaker then broke into a wide smile. “Hello, Cece, how are you tonight? Ready for the trick-or-treaters?”

      “Going to be more tricks than treats, tonight, I fear.” She chuckled. “I feel something in the air, don’t you?”

      Josh shrugged. His white hair was shining in contrast to the darkness of his black, red lined cloak. Fangs protruded from his mouth, not that Josh was anything but human, but he made a pretty realistic vampire, and for Havenwood Falls that was all you needed sometimes for strange things to happen.

      “Who’s your friend?” Cece asked, pointing behind Josh to where a black cat was sitting, perfectly calm, observing them. The angel nodded to the feline, who nodded back, elongated yellow eyes watching them both, but mostly fixed on Josh.

      “Not sure,” Josh said. He leaned over and tickled the cat under the chin, then scratched between her ears, the cat stretching to fit her head conveniently into his hand to get the full benefit of his caress. Her purrs were loud and soothing. “She just showed up a few hours ago and won’t leave. I left water and food for her. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking—but a black cat on Halloween? Just seems to fit.”

      Cece laughed at him then shook her head in further amusement when Josh threw the cape over his face and waggled his eyebrows, definitely bushier than normal, and pretended to eye her hungrily like a vampire would.

      Meow. Meow. Meow. Cece stared at the cat with a speculative gaze. Was the cat laughing?

      “So, do you approve?” Josh did a Vanna-point to the display.

      “Not bad,” the angel said with a cautious smile. Tilting her head, she looked at his decorations and grinned. “How did you manage to get images of Rusty and Sherry for your . . . display? And do they know about it?”

      His chuckle was all the answer she needed. Shaking her head, she turned to leave for her shop. With a final look over her shoulder, she smiled as she said, “Been nice knowing you, old friend. They’re gonna kill you.”

      Josh watched her go. “What do you think, cat? Am I dead?”

      Meow. Cat licked her paws as if the problems of the world weren’t hers.

      A breeze drifted past, bearing a strong smell of burning leaves and something earthy. Glancing to either side, Josh frowned. Where was that smell coming from?

      The sky was darkening. He could see children rushing about with costumes and smiles and bags already heavy with candy. Their shouts and laughter brought back memories of his childhood and how he’d loved Halloween. He remembered all the costumes he’d worn as a child. He and Evelyn had loved this holiday more than any other. Her birthday was Halloween. Inside his fridge was his celebration of her life—a large chocolate cupcake with thick chocolate icing, and a single candle he would light, send a wish to her, and then blow out.

      He never ate the cupcakes; they were for her. He would go to bed with the cupcake on the table, and in the morning, he’d throw it away. It wasn’t like he didn’t know she couldn’t come back and enjoy one more decadent bite with him, but it was always his hope that wherever she was, she knew he remembered, and that was enough. Her death three years ago had been a shock to him. He’d always believed, since she was a shifter, that she would outlive him, but fate had given them a raw deal. He still missed her. Now, at this time of year, more than any other.

      Sighing, he looked down at the cat who looked up at him with its head tilted as if waiting for something.

      “Okay, Cat, you want to come in? We have one more thing to do before we get some candy-hungry kids at the door.”

      Meow. Cat followed him to the door of the garage and then refused to cross the threshold. Instead, she settled into a spot just to the left of the doorway and stretched herself out until she was comfortable then curled up into a tight, black ball.

      “Well, okay, then,” Josh said. “Suit yourself. I’m going inside where it’s a bit less chilly. Maybe have a warm cup of milk . . .” He waited for Cat to respond, but she didn’t. She just opened one eye, closed it, and began softly snoring.

      Once inside his small kitchen, Josh went about preparing the garage for the anticipated trick-or-treaters. Looking at the clock after pouring a couple bags of candy into a bright purple bowl whose edges were decorated with pumpkins and black cats, he returned to the main part of the garage.

      Currently empty of any vehicles needing repairs, he was surprised to feel a blast of cold air. Not alarmed, thinking he must have left the garage door open, he glanced around quickly. But nothing was there. The door was closed, the room was as he’d left it just moments before, but still the feeling he was being watched persisted.

      “Cat?” he called out.

      There was no answering meow. Nothing stirred, and yet he couldn’t shake the certainty that eyes followed him. Havenwood Falls, magical and mysterious most times, was really putting on a show for him tonight, he thought with a small chuckle. He wasn’t scared, but Halloween brought out the strange and mysterious even more than usual.

      Josh set the candy dish down on a small table next to the door and sat in a nearby chair. The night was gathering, and the sounds of a town filling up with activity was soothing.

      His thoughts naturally turned to his past. Halloween was Evelyn’s favorite time of the year. Of course, being a supernatural, she loved anything that celebrated the magical. His late wife’s face swam before his sleepy eyes as he settled into the chair. Yawning widely, he leaned back in the chair, and closing his eyes, he returned to their last few months together. They’d been happy, even at the end, and her promise that she’d never leave him had sustained him the last few years when living without her became almost unbearable. She was gone, and yet she was still with him.

      He felt the brush of something soft and insubstantial on his face and startled awake.

      Meow.

      Cat sat at his feet, hair up, and eyes focused overhead. Nothing about the animal said danger, but Josh still reacted by leaping from his chair, heart pounding. He touched his cheek as if expecting something to be there, but found nothing.

      “Well, Cat, that was interesting,” Josh said in a shaky voice.

      Meow. Cat licked her paws and continued to watch something over his head.

      Josh looked up, but couldn’t see anything in the darkening garage. A single yellow light was all that illuminated the space. Josh peered into the gathering gloom. Nothing looked amiss, but Cat, still grooming itself, kept watching the shadows with an intensity that unsettled the mechanic.

      “Well—” Josh started to say when his attention was diverted by the sounds of children laughing outside his door.

      “Cool pumpkins,” said one little voice.

      “Who’s gonna knock?” asked another voice.

      “Who’s gonna say the words?” asked a third.

      Josh grinned. Looking at Cat, he said with a flourish of the cape across his face, “Showtime.”

      Opening the door, he startled the clown, ghost, and witch who stood before him.

      “Velcome to my home,” he said in his best impression of a vampire.

      The children giggled and said in one voice, “Trick or treat!”

      “Trick?” asked Josh hopefully as he leaned down, extending the bowl.

      “Treat!” the children answered. Josh looked up to see their parents, holding hands and smiling, looking on a few feet back. He recognized them as residents of town and nodded hello to them. The dad acknowledged him with a wave, and the mom smiled as their children each took one candy bar each, which they dropped into their bags before rushing on to the next building and more treats.

      Josh watched them go, a little regretful that he and Evelyn had never had children of their own.

      Meow. Cat was twining her body around his legs and rubbing her head on his knee.

      “You’re right,” he told her as he waited for the next group of children to arrive for their treats. “No sense dwelling on what wasn’t, is there?”

      For the next hour, Josh refilled the bowl several times as children arrived and left with their treats. Not surprisingly, no one wanted a trick.

      As the night deepened, Josh felt a sense of peace filling his thoughts. Inside waited a cupcake, and a wish. For some reason, this year was particularly hard on him and he couldn’t explain why.

      “Well, Cat,” he said. Looking up and down the street, he noticed only a few kids running to collect the last of the treats. “I think the kids are pretty much done collecting candy, and it’s time for bed.”

      Yawning widely, Josh set the bowl down on a table outside the house, only a few candy bars remaining, and he knew those would disappear pretty quickly.

      Turning off the lights outside the garage, he turned to go back inside just as a sliver of the moonbeam crossed his body. The air grew cooler, the sky grew darker, clouds covering the moon like batwings, dark and pointed and sharp like the breeze that wrapped around him.

      He realized with surprise that he couldn’t move. His arms were pinned to his sides, his feet rooted to the floor.

      Managing to turn his head just slightly, Josh watched in surprise as the cat hissed and spat at a dark shadow in a corner of the garage. The shadow loomed, growing like black tar into the shape of a hunched over figure.

      Within the form that was slowly growing arms and legs and a firmly shaped head was a bright red glow that spread throughout it like fissures releasing lava. Cat continued to hiss and spit, but never left his side, for which he was grateful.

      Whatever this spirit was, whatever its intentions were, nothing good could come of it, of that Josh was certain. He watched with widening eyes as the shape shook itself like a wet dog, spraying bits of black ooze and fiery dust all over his clean garage.

      He still couldn’t move. Pinned to the floor with a power he could feel growing in strength as the creature before him took on a shape resembling a very tall, very wide man of shadows and fire.

      A demon.

      A not very nice demon, judging by the way his mouth (at least, Josh thought that was his mouth) curled into a grin framed by cracked lips more rocklike than skin-like.

      “Hello, man,” the beast said. His breath smelled of burning leaves and dark earth, the kind you dug up in a cemetery.

      Josh tried to respond, but his mouth was as frozen as his limbs, and all he could do was watch as the demon moved closer to him. Each step sizzled, as the bare feet of the demon left small, dark patches wherever its body touched the floor.

      MEOW! Cat hissed again. The feline’s eyes were huge and a dark gold, with a long black strip down the center.

      The demon barely glanced at the cat, his attention fully focused on Josh, who sensed nothing but evil from the rocklike creature.

      “You are small, and hardly worth the trouble,” the demon said. He stopped three feet from Josh and tilted his head. Opening his mouth wide, he moved forward as he said, “Yes, you are barely more than a morsel, but will have to do. I’m hungry.”

      Still Josh couldn’t move. He watched in horror as the demon came closer to him, reaching out with one orange and black hand as if to snatch him up. Josh waited, certain he was about to join Eleanor in the afterlife when Cat leaped onto the demon’s back, hissing and spitting, and clawing the demon.

      Somehow the cat’s actions distracted the demon long enough that he released his hold on Josh. Watching the cat’s brave attempt to save him gave Josh the impetus he needed to run to the other end of the garage, where he kept the fire extinguishers for emergencies in case something happened while working on the cars.

      Releasing the catch, he pointed the tank at the demon and began spraying. At first, it didn’t appear anything happened, and then in a matter of seconds, the demon began howling as his legs shriveled and smoked.

      Seeing the effect his efforts had on the creature, Josh kept spraying, making sure not to hit the cat, who was still waging her own battle against the creature. Just as the clock struck midnight, the demon, with a last anguished howl, dissolved into a puddle of goo in the middle of the floor. Spraying it for a good two minutes more to make sure no part of the demon remained alive, Josh fell to the floor, emotion and fear and the thought of what might have been all gathering in his mind.

      He closed his eyes, only opening them again when he felt the rough tongue of the cat on his cheek.

      Rolling over and slowly regaining his feet, he said, a bit shakily, “Well, Cat, thank you. That was quite the Halloween prank someone played on us tonight. Much better than those silly pixies of Madame Tahini’s.”

      Meow. Cat began licking her paws again, as if the things humans did was none of her business.

      “How about some of that warm milk?” Josh asked as he and Cat walked into his small apartment at the back of the shop.

      Meow.

      Josh turned out the lights. As they entered his shop, he heard Rusty and Sherry at the door to his garage.

      “Look, I think that’s us,” Sherry said. She was laughing.

      “Hey, my nose is not that big,” Rusty said.

      “No, but you are definitely that hairy,” Sherry said. They both laughed.

      Josh grinned and detoured to the front door, where he joined his two friends in front of the garage.

      “So what do you think?” he asked them, pointing to the decorations.

      “Just remember payback can be . . . troublesome,” Rusty said. His look promised more than trouble in the payback department.

      “I think Cat and I can handle it.”

      “Cat?” Sherry looked around Josh’s shoulder then grinned. “I thought you were hiding a girlfriend from us.” Grinning, she walked toward the cat that surveyed her with its yellow eyes half closed. Sherry bent down and petted the cat between the ears and cooed at the animal, remarking how pretty she was.

      “I didn’t know you had a cat, old friend,” Rusty said. “I took you more for a dog kind of person.”

      “She just showed up tonight out of the blue,” Josh said. He frowned for a moment. “I’m sure glad she did, though. I think you need to see something.”

      Josh and Rusty went into the garage with Sherry and Cat following slowly behind.

      Rusty looked at what was left of the demon the two had encountered, but had no idea why it would have shown up there, nor what its intent would have been.

      “Other than eating me, you mean?” Josh said. He shuddered at the memory, bending down to pick up Cat, who was twining around his legs as if to remind him the beast was dead, and they were not.

      Petting the cat absently, he told Rusty everything that happened and how he’d defeated the fire demon.

      “Good thing you had those fire extinguishers handy,” Rusty concluded.

      “Care to join Cat and me for some warm milk and I think I can rustle up some cookies . . . maybe coffee?” That last was directed at Sherry, who was a well-known coffee-aholic.

      “No thanks,” Sherry said. She slipped her hands around Rusty’s arm and continued, “We’re heading home to celebrate our own kind of Halloween wickedness.”

      Josh laughed, showing them out the locked the door behind them and said, “Come on then, Cat. Let’s go have some warm milk, and I have a cupcake I can share with you. How are you at singing Happy Birthday?”

      Meow.

      In the kitchen, Josh set a pan of milk on the stove. Adding a little vanilla into it, he poured some into a bowl for the cat and the rest into a cup, which he set next to the cupcake on the table.

      His kitchen was small, but he liked things close at hand so didn’t find the kitchen in any way claustrophobic.

      Sitting in the chair, he stared at the cupcake for a few minutes, gathering his courage for what he had to do next. It was time to move on, he knew this. But he still wasn’t ready. Every Halloween he fought this internal battle where his mind said get on with life, but his heart still beat with love for Evelyn.

      “I miss you, honey,” he said. His voice was low and soft, his eyes tearing at the memory of her. How beautiful she’d been with her raven black hair, and deep blue eyes that reminded him of summer skies and stolen kisses. How much she’d taught him about loss and being forever in love.

      He stood up and turned out the lights. He liked to do this part in the dark. The kitchen was lit by the moonlight outside, and he could see just fine. Cat moved closer, jumping up on a chair then the table where she moved closer to the cupcake.

      He took the candle out of the package and put it in the cupcake. Lighting a match from the box nearby, he lit the candle. The flame flickered then went out.

      Grunting, he tried lighting it again. Again it went out.

      “Hey, Cat.” Josh said, laughing as he put the cat on the floor. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Meow. Cat looked at him, yellow eyes . . . turning blue?

      Josh blinked. When he opened them again, the cat was shimmering, almost as if someone had put a transparent curtain over her that blurred her edges. And she was growing. Growing tall and slender.

      “What the . . . ?” Josh looked around for another fire extinguisher, fearing the demon had come back.

      “Shh . . . darling, don’t fret. It’s me, Evelyn.”

      “Evelyn?” Josh breathed her name in disbelief.

      “How? Why?” He reached for her, and she slipped into his embrace, her lips caressing his so softly, he thought he imagined it.

      “Cat made a bargain with the demon. I only have a moment. But I wanted to say I love you, one more time.”

      Josh let the tears fall, pulling her close and breathing her name into her neck. He smelled her hair, her skin, kissed her eyes, the end of her well-remembered pert little nose, and her cheeks, where her tears fell as quickly as his did.

      “I have to go,” she said. She touched the side of his face and kissed his eyes closed. “Remember, I’ll always love you. Nothing can ever take that from us. Not death, not anything.”

      Meow.

      Josh opened his eyes to find Cat in his arms, decidedly not happy about his embrace.

      “What . . . happened?” Josh looked at the table where his cup of hot milk was cooling. The cupcake, candles, and matches were waiting for the annual Halloween ritual to begin. Rubbing his eyes, Josh shook his head.

      Had he dreamed it all? Had Eleanor come back to him and then left?

      “No, it had to have been a dream. All of it,” Josh said as he stood, stretched, and placed the candle into the cupcake, lit it, and sang a silent Happy Birthday to the only woman he’d ever loved.

      “Quite a night, wasn’t it?” Josh said later as he slipped under the covers.

      Cat jumped onto the bed and stared at him.

      Josh did a double take. For a second there, he could have sworn Cat’s eyes had been the blue of a summer sky, but that was just crazy.
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        * * *

      

      Want more Sherry and Rusty? Read Old Wounds (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Susan Burdorf, available now. And read Cecelia’s story, Rock Me Gently (A Havenwood Falls Novel) by Susan Burdorf, also available now.
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      My Aunt Siobhan, known around town as Teeny Weeny Tahini, and to her clients seeking clairvoyance as Madame Tahini, is not the type to take to “hauntings.” However, her shop is on Main Street, and she almost always participates in the town events, being Old Family and on the Court of the Sun and the Moon.

      I’m Mat, Teeny Weeny’s nephew. Well, really her cousin, but she has some 400 plus years on me, so she certainly is more like an aunt. I’m still relatively new in Havenwood Falls, having come here only a little over a year ago.

      My girlfriend—at least I hope she thinks of herself as my girlfriend—Nina is all over it. She is a very talented seamstress, and the costumes she makes are amazing. Her shop is not really a Main Street access, as you have to go down a little alleyway then up a staircase to get to her Dress Perfect shop. Because of this, she generally does not participate in the Haunting on Main Street.

      This year is different. We convinced Aunt Siobhan to allow us to take care of the spooky stuff, and she can dole out the treats—after all, she is all sugar and spice and everything nice. We would do the whole pumpkin and decorating for the trick-or-treaters. Nina will dress as a witch, and I will shift into my owl-self and sit on her shoulder as we prepare to haunt Main Street from my aunt’s loft window.

      Nina has been working all week on costumes for the pixies. Enya naturally wanted to be a demon, all fire and brimstone. Tierri chose a mummy, risen from the earth. Ushka chose a mermaid, but Nina was not letting her get away with a fairy tale mermaid. She designed a terrifically horrifying Mermaid From the Dead outfit. Surprisingly, Ushka was totally satisfied. Aeiri was a little more difficult. But Nina, in her ultimate wisdom, convinced Aeiri to go as a spirit, all airy and what not. This pleased her tremendously!

      Under their Court-required glamour, the pixies look very much like any first or second grader, skipping along town square. But in the wee hours of the morning or late at night, they may sneak into town in their pixie demeanor. Then they are small creatures not much bigger than my thumb, and they are able to slip through a cracked open window and even through large keyholes. It’s one of the ways they collect their ribbons, strings, and other small objects. So, if you seem to be missing the match to a pair of earrings or a sock, it could be one of the pixies has paid you a visit.

      I don’t want to give you the impression that the pixies are thieves. In fact, they never take anything of much value, and they always give something in return. If you didn’t remember cleaning the dishes last night, but lo and behold, they were all clean this morning, or that aggravating mark on the floor has suddenly disappeared, then you are probably missing a small object, but most likely won’t realize it until much later, if at all.

      I tell you this so you realize that during this Halloween season, the pixies have frequented the town in the wee hours, checking to see what candy is going to be handed out at which shop. They each have their favorites, and apparently a devious little plot to gather as much of their favorites as possible.

      Aunt Siobhan always has a large jar filled with Pixie Stix, of course, to hand out to the trick-or-treaters, but in addition, she has a large pumpkin shaped bowl that is actually empty. When the costumed children come to her door, she gives them a Pixie Stix and asks them what is their favorite candy. She reaches into her empty pumpkin bowl, and with a little faerie dust up her sleeve, she miraculously pulls out the child’s desired delight.

      My main task is battling the pumpkin carving. And a battle it has been. I’ve never carved a pumpkin before, and the designs Nina has come up with has downright scared me. But I’m not about to give up, and after about five misshapen pumpkins later, I finally have the hang of it. Aunt Siobhan comforted me on my foiled efforts by just reminding me she will be making lots of pumpkin spice cakes and cookies, so those poor few miserable attempts are not a loss.

      The past few nights, Nina and I have spent decorating Madame Tahini’s Potions, Lotions, Palm-Readings and Other Extra-Sensory Services with great spider webbing, my extremely frightful pumpkins, and a menagerie of creepy critters crawling up the wall: spiders, rats, snakes, and some great green slime that the famous Teeny Weeny concocted in her laboratory, uh, I mean kitchen.

      Now it’s Halloween, and the pixie sisters have arrived in their usual excited manner, skittering about, and breaking into a wrestling match every now and then. Nina fits each of them in their appropriate outfits and hands them a plain sack to collect their treats. Then she goes upstairs to finish dressing in her totally awesome witch costume.

      My black haired Italian goddess returns, slinking down the stairs in a long black satin dress that accents every beautiful curve of her body. A perfectly crooked pointy witch’s hat sits atop her head, with a large wide brim that sensually dips over one side of her face, giving her a very mysterious look.

      Aeiri catches sight of her first and screams bloody murder, running into the sitting parlor and hiding behind the settee. Ushka’s not far behind when her attention is drawn to Nina by Aeiri’s screams, and now the two of them are holding each other and quivering in a panic.

      Enya and Tierri take the vision in much better stride as they eye Nina’s depiction of the evil witch, and Enya begins laughing hysterically. Nina’s face is covered in pale green make-up and dons a crooked proboscis with perfectly placed warts. She has yellow contacts in that make her eyes look terribly terrifying, and dark ruby lipstick graces her succulent lips I long to match with mine.

      Aunt Siobhan assesses her dear friend Nina’s attire and begins to clap heartily.

      “Bravo! Bravo! Molto Bella! As usual, you have outdone yourself, and are the picture perfect wicked witch. Need to borrow a cauldron?” Tahini compliments her.

      Enya and Tierri joins in the applause, and now the other whimpering imps come out of hiding, realizing that the scary apparition before them is their one and only Nina. Nina takes her bows as the entire ensemble fills the foyer with a thunderous ovation. How eight tiny hands can make such tremendous noise is beyond me, but I guess it’s all part and parcel of pixie power.

      The haunting hour has arrived, and the Pixies take off with their empty satchels, eager to have them filled by the shop owners around town square. Aunt Siobhan is grateful that I will be in the loft window to keep a bird’s eye view on the wandering sprites to make sure they don’t get into any mischief, being unsupervised.

      Nina hangs half her body out of the loft window, cackling at the young Halloweeners running from shop to shop, hollering “trick or treat.” I’ve shifted into my owl form and sit on Nina’s right shoulder, watching the pixies exit Teeny Weeny’s storefront and head west on Main. No sooner do they get next door to Callie’s Consignment than I see them whispering to one another, then the foursome break up, each headed in a different direction, except for the demonic clad Enya who’s pounding on Callie Montgomery’s door.

      Callie recognizes Enya, compliments her on the stunning costume, and tells her she’s proud to have a little demon in her presence, a tribute to her own heritage. Callie goes for the basket of treats she has set out for the evening and grabs a handful of fireballs.

      Dropping the fireballs into Enya’s sack, she tells her that these should keep her fired up for the evening, and the two giggle at her joke. The next thing I know, Enya has slipped around the corner and disappears.

      I scan the other shops and find the monstrous mermaid Ushka on Eighth Street at the door of Tragic Ink, the tattoo parlor, tapping away at the shop’s entrance and flowing out the words “trick or treat” in a waterfall-like cadence.

      In addition to my keen night vision, my owl attributes include acute sense of hearing, in which I am able to target and pinpoint particular sounds and their locations.

      Gwen Faccharo is manning the giveaways and places a couple of small bags of Gushers into the hopping pixie’s bag. Ushka jumps up and down excitedly, happily chanting “Hawaiian Punch! Hawaiian Punch! I can’t believe you have Hawaiian Punch Gushers!”

      Next thing I know, she skips down the stairs and ducks down the alley that leads to Nina’s tailor shop and out of my line of vision. So, I continue to scan the town square shops, seeking out Tierri and Aeiri. To my right, I spot Aeiri turning the corner of Eleventh and Main, heading toward Havenwood Falls Music & More, a cloud of wispy white hair tied with a pale blue ribbon bouncing atop her head, as she swirls around in her diaphanous spirit costume.

      The ethereal Cecilia Eurydice Amundson opens her shop door and spies the spirited sprite about to knock on her door.

      “What a lovely spirit you make, Aeiri!” Cecilia greets her. “I think I have the perfect treat for your airy tastes. How about some cotton candy or some bubble gum?”

      Aeiri nods enthusiastically, making her little bun of hair appear as a floating cloud bobbing in a blue sky. The angelic Cecilia wastes no time filling Aeiri’s sack with a handful of bubble gum and a few packets of wadded cotton candy, pastel pinks and blues. It was almost as if she knew Aeiri’s pleasures, and I’m sure she did or divined it in some fashion. This is Havenwood Falls, after all.

      Aha! There at the same corner, Aeiri has turned up where moments before was Tierri chatting away with Dade Lions at Hey-Nice Glass. Apparently, the extremely talented Hannah Pederson has put her foster brother in charge of handing out candies to Havenwood Falls’ younger residents. Hannah’s hours are eclectic so to speak, even on Halloween night (it might actually be too early for her), so it’s really no surprise that Dade is manning this mission. From what I’ve been told, Dade’s selection of treats runs the gamut, depending on his mood. What I witness must have been a result of Tierri’s chat with him, as I see a large caramel apple wrapped in cellophane and tied with a green ribbon plop into her candy sack, along with an orange and what I could swear was a lemon (this is a treat? Probably for Tierri, maybe).

      Aeiri has vanished into thin air, no pun intended, and Tierri too has seemed to disappear after hitting up Dade for his array of goodies.

      Within fifteen minutes of the pixies taking off for their Halloween venture, they all seem to be missing from the crowded square. Even with my best night vision scanning every square foot from the northwest end of Stuart then down Eleventh across Main below me and up Eighth, the diminutive demon, the miniature mummy, the ghastly mermaid, and the ghostly spirit are nowhere in sight.

      I look down below and catch a kid dressed in a “littlest vampire” get-up at Callie’s, eager to pick up his fireball treat. I hear him say, “Look, Mommy, jaw breakers!” as he pops the super-hot cinnamon ball into his mouth. A moment later, he spits it out and up into the air. Next to him is another child dressed in a minion outfit, mouth wide open, and she catches the mini-vampire’s expulsion. Ew! Yuck!

      A crowd of trick-or-treaters has gathered around the music store, where one small child donning faerie wings is impressing all the other children with a huge bubble she has blown that’s as big as the tyke’s head. That kid must have chewed at least three pieces of bubble gum, compliments of Cecilia, to blow a bubble that big. The gathering of children ooh, ahh, and clapp, then the bubble bursts and the sticky substance covers the fairy’s entire face. Everyone laughs, including me.

      That little vampire is now at the town square fountain, scooping up handfuls of water, still trying to wash out the burning sensation from Callie’s tricky treats. That doesn’t seem to hinder other trick-or-treaters from swarming Callie’s Consignments, as once again another group of tiny masqueraders are begging for treats. One dressed as an octopus seems to have a grasp on using all eight arms to gather the fiery treats from Callie’s basket of goodies.

      My ears catch wind of Gwen’s voice apologizing to a Halloweener dressed as Olaf, the snowman from Frozen, that she was cleaned out of all the Hawaiian Punch Gushers. A muffled voice emits from the oversized head of the costume, saying “Ooh, that’s okay, they are all gushy great!” Hmmm, it almost sounded like Ushka’s voice.

      Again, I scan the square, now getting a little worried about our gang of pixies, when another group of youngsters, all dressed in super-hero costumes and led by a tiny version of Wonder Woman, are knocking on the door of Hey-Nice Glass! Dade’s now handing out candy apples and homemade fudge, and the girl dressed as Wonder Woman is helping herself to a wonderful share.

      It has now been nearly an hour since I’d last seen one of the disguised little pixies, and I’m feeling pressed to inform Aunt Siobhan of their non-appearance. I hop off the lovely shoulder of the cackling Nina, stretch out my wings, and allow the transformation to encompass me as my feathers draw in and become skin and hair, my legs elongate, and my wingtips turn into my hands and fingers. I shake my head, and a few loose feathers float lazily to the floor, as my white and gold hair replaces the last of the downy mane. I quickly dress before Nina catches me, then peck her on the cheek before heading down from the loft to break the news to Madame Tahini.

      I had just reached the front door, where my aunt is still doling out another handful of her invisible treats. I begin to whisper in her ear when I hear the backdoor in the kitchen open, and the giggles and laughter of the pixie sisters as they tumble into the warmth of Teeny Weeny’s kitchen.

      Aunt Siobhan turns and looks questioningly at me, and I just whisper, “Happy Halloween!”

      The pixies have already taken up lodging in the sitting room, with their sacks completely filled, and their mouths stuffed with sugary sweets. It wouldn’t be long now before they’re buzzing around Teeny Weeny’s townhome. Another thing you should know about pixies—they are like the humming birds of the fae world. They’re fueled by sugar, and once energized, dart and flit all over the place.

      The trick-or-treating on Main has come to a close, and Aunt Siobhan closes and locks her front door, heading to the kitchen to brew tea. Nina slinks down the stairway in that all too sexy witch’s dress, pulling off the green putty from her nose as she hits the bottom step.

      “A little chamomile and peppermint might help keep the Pixie Parade at bay,” Aunt Siobhan explains as she makes an extra-large pot of tea for the sugar-hyped sisters.

      “Hey! What’s this?” I hear Nina asking the pixies loudly. “Where are the costumes I made you?” Suddenly there is a loud buzzing coming from the parlor, and the sound of furniture being moved around.

      The pixies are like spinning tops, so fast, they’re just a swirl of light and color. When they stop, Enya, the little demon, puts her hands on her hips, elbows akimbo, and just flatly says to her, “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean! You don’t trick me you little monster!” Nina retorts.

      I hadn’t noticed it when I first saw the prodigal pixies return, but now that Nina’s interrogating them, I remember Enya was dressed as a minion, Ushka a snowman, Tierri as Wonder Woman, and Aeiri a fairy princess. Those aren’t the costumes they had left in, for sure, but after their whirling dervish act, they are all back in the original outfits Nina had meticulously prepared for them.

      My faerie queen aunt (she hates it when I call her faerie queen, but she is) walks into the parlor with a tray filled with tiny steaming teacups, each graced with a peppermint stick for stirring.

      “It appears that rather than trick-or-treaters in the townhouse, we have a parlor full of pixie pranksters!” Aunt Siobhan announces as she passes everyone a cup of tea, and wishes us all a Happy Halloweeny.
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        * * *

      

      Read about Teeny Weeny and friends in The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn & Kristie Cook, available now. And watch for The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn, coming March 2019.
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            The Family Business

          

          By Kristie Cook

        

      

    

    
      After checking my reflection and adjusting my sexy stormtrooper costume—yes, stormtrooopers can be sexy—I’m about to head out to one of many Halloween parties tonight when the Court’s doorbell rings. It’s not really a doorbell. It’s a magical ward that notifies me with an energetic tingle on the back of my neck that somebody’s arrived at the metal door behind City Hall—the entrance to the Court of the Sun and the Moon’s quarters. I’m the business manager, and while I’m not expected to be there at all times, sometimes it seems like everyone thinks I actually am.

      “Duty calls,” I say to Tase, who’s adjusting his gargoyle costume. He says he’s going as Everett Weston. Of course, it’s just to give Everett a hard time, because the sexy gargoyle doesn’t actually become what everyone thinks of when they hear the word gargoyle. This is just Tase being Tase—aka Asshole Extraordinaire—because he doesn’t like that I accidentally called him “Hot Everett” the other day when we were talking about him and my friend Graysin. “I’ll meet you at the inn.”

      Glowering at the mirror, he barely acknowledges me. His costume doesn’t look quite right. I snap my fingers, and his skin looks more like gray stone.

      “Thanks, Bean,” he says, now nodding appreciatively. “See you there.”

      After a quick goodbye to my familiars, I murmur the enchantment that takes me to a small room behind a secret door in the basement of City Hall. I hurry to the small reception area, where two teens have just entered. One’s an older boy who I think graduated last year, or he will this year—they’re so hard to keep track of anymore, which makes my twenty-five years feel old—and a girl dressed in a cat suit.

      “Addie,” the boy says.

      “What brings you to the Court on All Hallows’ Eve of all nights?” I ask, tucking my helmet under my arm. “I was about to hit a party before duty calls at the witching hour.”

      They claim to have something the Court might want. I encourage them to hand it over, because we’re in perilous times, and if these teens truly have something special, such as an artifact, they could be in danger. After a few questions, they exchange a look before the girl shows me the little trinket.

      Feeling its power immediately, I suck in a breath. “You were right to bring this to the Court. The magic rooted to the ring is dark and powerful, and someone’s been trying to collect magical artifacts, especially dark ones. It would be disastrous for our town if the Collector got his hands on this.”

      With a twist of my wrist, I produce a small velvet box. It seems to take forever for the teens to decide to actually hand over the relic, and just as I begin to wonder if I’ll have to forcefully take it—dude, I really don’t want to touch that thing—she drops it in the little box.

      After they leave, I go through another secret doorway to store the box in a very safe place and strengthen the wards around it. Tomorrow, I’ll have to let the Court know about it. I’m just grateful the kids brought it here before anything terrible happened with the Collector and his little minions, like Shelly. Ugh. I don’t want think about Shelly.

      I hurry out of the basement, throwing open the metal door at street level and drawing in a long breath of crisp mountain air. Between the power of that relic and the warmth of the plastic and polyester costume, I’d felt like I was suffocating. My exhale comes out in a long white puff. Yes. Winter is coming. I love winter, and I can’t wait.

      Rounding the end of City Hall, I cross the street as I make my way toward Whisper Falls Inn to meet Tase and everyone else. I’m halfway across Town Square Park, just passing the fountain, when it dawns on me how quiet everything is. On Halloween. Our supernatural town’s favorite holiday—one of them at least. So where is everybody? Haunting on Main Street couldn’t be over already, could it? And even if it were, surely the teens would still be out. But there’s nobody.

      My pace picks up as I rush to the inn and up the front walk to the huge Victorian manor. The whole inn is dark and silent.

      “That’s not right,” I whisper. Pulling on my magic and my inner hellhound to give me a little confidence boost, I open the door, my skin crawling when the hinges creak as if it hasn’t been opened in years. The lobby appears to be abandoned, and there’s no power, no lights. I look over my shoulder, noticing for the first time that the entire town square business district is completely dark. The power must have gone out everywhere. But why?

      “Doesn’t Kales have a generator?” I wonder aloud as I creep farther into the lobby, searching for some sign of life. “Hello? Where is everyone?”

      Silence answers. A tingle runs down my spine. Something’s not right.

      I pass the front desk and turn toward the large winding staircase, tilting my head to look up, but I can’t see much beyond the second flight, everything swallowed by darkness. But I feel like somebody’s watching me.

      “Hello?” I call out again, louder this time. A streak of white blurs in my periphery. I spin to the left, toward it. “Michaela? Sindi?”

      Another blur, followed by a scratching sound, this time to my right. My heart’s racing now, and my breaths are shallow. I take a step in that direction, praying to Goddess this is just a Halloween prank.

      “Hell—”

      A shadowy figure flies at me. I let out a scream and pivot for the door.

      “Adelaide,” a familiar voice says. I freeze, my breath catching in my throat, and I’m about to let out another scream when my brain connects. The air whooshes out of me.

      “What the f—Mammie!” I screech. “Holy shit. You scared the hell out of me!”

      The grandma-looking ghost, who’s actually my BFF’s aunt who passed away last year, cackles with glee. “That’s why I get paid the big bucks, dear.”

      My hand presses to my chest as I try to calm myself down, and I shake my head. “Well, you keep that up, and this inn will certainly earn a reputation. Enough attention from the outside world that the Court might not like.”

      “Oh, no worries, dear. I save this kind of scare for those I love.” Her ghostly face winks at me as she tucks her folded hands under chin. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m supposed to meet Tase, Michaela, and Xandru for the party.”

      Her brows scrunch together. “Oh, they left a long time ago.”

      “They went without me?”

      “I’m afraid so, dear. I think they left town.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Yes. On their honeymoon.”

      “Um . . .” Could ghosts lose their minds? Because Madame Luiza has to be confused. Michaela and Xandru are still months away from their wedding. And why would they take Tase with them on their honeymoon?

      “It’s time for you to go. School’s starting soon.” Mammie ushers me out the front door, and I go without complaint, not wanting to be late to first period.

      Wait. What?

      I suddenly find myself on Main Street, walking toward Thirteenth. Everything’s still dark. Annoyingly quiet. No trick-or-treaters. No teen pranksters. No adults out partying. There aren’t any lights on in a single house, not even candle light. And in a town full of nocturnal supes, that just isn’t right.

      Down Thirteenth, I pass houses I’ve known all my life, walking down a street I’ve walked several times. Tase’s house isn’t too far from here, and neither is his family’s home, both of which I’d visited on numerous occasions over my lifetime. Yet, everything feels foreign. As I walk by a two-story green house, a chill runs through my body, and I pause to look at it. I swear I see a purplish glow inside, but it’s so brief, I decide I must be seeing things. Still, the place feels creepy as shit. I’ve never noticed that before, but if someone were to ask, I’d swear it’s haunted. I hurry on by it and toward home, the whole time internally cussing Mammie out for freaking me out so badly.

      I turn down my street. A streetlight flickers ahead. For some reason, that doesn’t feel like a good sign.

      Then the next thing I know, I’m on a two-lane road far out of town. I look around. I know this place. How the hell did I get here? I’m nearly thirty miles outside of Havenwood Falls! Just past the wards around town. Did I walk through a damn portal or something?

      The moon beams down between the walls of trees on each side of the road, bathing the asphalt in a silvery glow. Not too far ahead, the pavement curves around and heads toward Montrose. But before that curve, at the top of a ridge, an old black muscle car shines in the moonlight. Then I see two figures. Both male. One extremely tall. I take a few steps, and I’m suddenly right in front of them. Good Goddess, they’re cute. Especially the shorter one. No, scratch that. He’s smokin’ hot. And not short—he’s still over six feet tall. Brown hair, light brown eyes, a day or two worth of growth dusting his square jawline.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      The taller one chuckles deeply. “You tell us. Who are you? And where did you come from?”

      I raise my chin. “I asked you first.”

      The shorter one lifts off the car’s hood he’d been leaning on and saunters forward with a smirk on his face. Ah, hell. I didn’t think anyone’s smirk could be sexier than Tase’s, but this guy . . .

      “Just looking for a place to crash for the night, pretty lady,” he replies, his voice raspy and making my thighs clench.

      Swallowing, I fold my arms across my chest and raise an eyebrow at him. “Well, there’s only one hotel in town, and it’s full, so you might want to get into that old car of yours and go back down the mountain.”

      He returns my expression, his own brow raising. “Did you just call Baby old?”

      “Look,” says the tall one as he also steps forward. His hair is kind of dreamy, and my mind starts running wild with the things I want to do with these two. “We don’t mean any harm. We’re just a couple of brothers who need a couple of beds.”

      “Well, there’s my bed,” I mutter, although part of me hopes they heard it and jump on me. I mean, jump in my bed. I mean, jump on my offer. I clear my throat. I can’t be thinking like that. There’s something different about these two, and my internal alarms are ringing loudly to not let them in town. “Like I said, the inn is full.”

      A tantalizing grin spreads across the shorter one’s face as his eyes travel downward and back up. It takes all my control not to tear my clothes off. “Well, if all the ladies in your town are as hot as you, we’d be more than happy to sleep on a park bench.”

      I return his smile. “Aren’t you a sweet talker. Tell me what you’re doing around here first. This isn’t exactly a road that’s easily found, Squirrel.”

      Squirrel? Where did that come from?

      His gorgeous smile widens, and my knees go weak. “We’re just on a hunting trip. Followed someone—I mean, something—through the woods and ended up here when the sun set. It gets dark here fast.”

      I nod. “Yes, it does. What do you hunt?”

      “Oh, darlin’, you really don’t want to know.” He gives me a wink, and I literally moan.

      “Moose?” I say, trying to cover up that embarrassing sound and forcing my eyes to the taller guy. “What do you hunt?”

      He gives me a boyish grin that has me trembling even more. “Monsters. It’s our family business. Do you believe in them?”

      “If you only knew,” I say, and I boldly walk up between them, my hands wrapping around each of their arms—nice, tight biceps that flex under my hold. I suddenly feel like my aunt, Melaina Savage, who’s the most sexual and sensual person I know, more than myself. My voice comes out throaty. “Do you really think I’m hot?”

      I jerk toward me the one I’ve named Squirrel because we’ve never gotten around to giving names. Our faces are close enough to touch. My tongue sweeps over my lips as he leans closer into my ear.

      “So hot,” he murmurs huskily.

      Then they both start squirming in my hold. My skin heats, my inner hellhound rising up. I can’t control it. It’s something about these two—they’re drawing out the beast. The beast that protects, especially the supernatural. Now they’re screaming as I can’t let go of them, my hands singeing their skin.

      “I AM THE MONSTER!” I bellow, my voice deep and hoarse, sounding demonic. “AND YOU CANNOT ENTER MY TOWN. I WON’T LET YOU MURDER MY PEOPLE. THAT’S MY FAMILY BUSINESS!”

      Their screams meld with my own, and we’re all thrashing and yelling as a bright light flares up, swallowing us all.

      “Addie!” a familiar voice breaks into the raucous. “Bean, wake up!”

      My arms fly out as I open my eyes. “Stay out of my town!”

      I’m about to scream again, but realize where I am. No longer on the road outside of town with the two hot strangers, I’m in my living room, on my couch, with my own hot boyfriend.

      “Tase?” I ask, blinking away the confusion. “What the hell?”

      “That’s what I’m wondering.” His gray-green eyes pierce into me as he studies my face with concern. “What did you drink tonight?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing. I never made it to the party.”

      He laughs, his expression relaxing. “Yeah, we did. And we had a helluva good time, too. I think you needed that release after everything that’s been going on.”

      I blink again, then nod. The evening starts to come back to me—meeting the kids at City Hall, then Tase and the others at the inn, and walking down Thirteenth Street toward the party. That green house really had creeped me out—that much had been real. The rest? Well . . . I definitely did have way too much to drink tonight.

      “Wow. That was an insane dream,” I finally admit, rubbing my temple.

      Tase gives me a delicious smirk. “I’d say. Was I as good as I am in real life?”

      “What?”

      “You were obviously dreaming about me. All those sweet noises you were making.” His eyebrows waggle.

      I think back on the dream and have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. Those guys had come from a television show. One that I love, though I absolutely would never let those supernatural hunters into my town, no matter how hot they are. That part of my dream was spot-on. They’d have a hay-day here, though, that’s for sure. My subconscious must have twisted them up with the Collector, the real threat to Havenwood Falls.

      “Uh, yeah, you were great,” I say, sitting up.

      “Well, it’s almost the witching hour. Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      I glance at the clock. It’s nearly three a.m. on Samhain. The witching hour. I most definitely have somewhere to be—a ritual circle with the Luna Coven. We strengthen the wards every year at this time, but this year it’s especially necessary because of the Collector and his minions.

      After rushing around in my altar room, gathering supplies, I call out to my familiars. “Chewie, Kylo, Skywalker, Leia, it’s time to go!”

      The wolf, the tuxedo cat, the black raven, and the miniature dragon all meet me at the door.

      “Don’t wait up,” I say to Tase.

      “Oh, I will. I want to pick up where that dream left off.”

      If he only knew, I thought with a small smile as I went out the door into a completely dark town to carry on the family business.
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        * * *

      

      Read Addie and Tase’s story in Break Me Not (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by Kristie Cook, available now. It’s a continuation of Forget You Not (A Havenwood Falls Novella) and Lose You Not (A Havenwood Falls Novel), both by Kristie Cook and available now. Addie also plays a key role in The Collector: Awakening (A Havenwood Falls Novel) by Kristie Cook, R.K. Ryals, Belinda Boring, and Nadirah Foxx, releasing December 2018. And discover Tycoon Savage’s story in Savage Salvation (A Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk Novella) by Kristie Cook releasing January 2019. She has also co-authored The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) with T.V. Hahn, available now.
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            Saving Tannor

          

          by Char Webster

        

      

    

    
      Poland, December 1918 (World War I)

      “Jerina, we need to leave this area. The humans’ war is getting closer.” Kosa placed her small fingers on her sister’s arm to get her attention. “I’m worried for our people.” She pulled the edges of her white fur-lined cloak together to cover her gauzy white gown. The cold usually didn’t bother her, but she found herself shivering.

      “We can’t leave this place unprotected. There are too many who count on us for protection.” Jerina surveyed her beloved forest. It was the only home she had ever known, and she couldn’t imagine leaving it. They had been born vila, unlike many of the young women who had joined them over the centuries.

      Jerina spread her hands wide and conjured a strong wind to rip through the woods, shaking the branches overhead and causing snow to trickle down upon them. Birds took to the air, ready to do their bidding.

      “The humans love to fight with each other. With some luck, they will destroy each other, and we will be left alone.” She pulled a sword from the leather holder strapped to her back, over her fur cloak. Vila were fierce fighters, and Jerina was the current leader of their warriors.

      “Not all of them are bad.” Kosa repeated the same argument she and Jerina had thousands of times in the past. She waved her hand, and the birds began to circle the area, scouting for them.

      Jerina frowned at her younger sister. “I don’t understand your fascination with them.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “They’re greedy, careless, and stupid.”

      Just this morning, she had seen two soldiers stomping through the trees, making enough noise to alert everything within a mile to their location, and shooting their weapons at the smallest sound. Jerina grinned, thinking about how one of them nearly shot his companion in their attempt to flee from Pera, the mountain lion she convinced to chase them.

      “You’re thinking about Pera, aren’t you? You can’t deny it. I can see the smirk on your face.” Kosa shook her head, tossing her red curls about her shoulders. “You didn’t have to do that. They weren’t bothering us.” She waved her hand over a pine sapling the soldiers had stomped upon, and it sprung up with renewed life.

      “I could have taken care of them myself.” Jerina swished her sword, and Kosa rolled her eyes.

      Jerina watched the sky for their sentinels to return. A hawk landed on a low branch next to them. Jerina reached out to stroke his silky feathers, listening to his report.

      “There are more soldiers entering the woods.” Jerina closed her eyes for a moment of sorrow.

      Kosa wrung her hands in agitation and wrapped her cloak around herself tighter. “We need to tell the others and move deeper into the mountains.”

      Both girls tensed at the booming echo of gun shots, much too close.

      “They’re running this way. We need to go!” Kosa shrieked just before the bark on the tree next to them burst apart.

      Jerina and Kosa ran deeper into the trees, but the fighting seemed to surround them. Jerina pulled Kosa down in front of a boulder and waved her hand to increase the size of the briar patch in front of it, providing a place for them to hide.

      Two young men in army uniforms sprinted past their hiding place and slid behind a tree surrounded with thick branches that brushed the ground.

      Jerina and Kosa kept very still, listening and watching the soldiers.

      One soldier popped up from his cover and scanned the area. Seeing nothing, he began to climb the tree, shaking snow and leaves everywhere.

      “Curtis! Get down from there! Someone will see you!” hissed the soldier on the ground.

      “Stop worrying so much, Tannor. We can pick them off from up here when they walk by.” Curtis swung to the next branch when a series of shots hit the tree, causing him to fall out of it and land in a heap next to Tannor.

      Tannor pushed his companion’s head down as the shots came closer to their hiding spot. “You led them right to us, you fool!”

      Several more bullets exploded against the tree above them, causing leaves and snow to rain down. A cracking sound caused Tannor to look up, just in time to see a thick branch bounce its way toward them. The branch hit a large ball of leaves and knocked two baby squirrels from their nest. Curtis snickered at the mess he created.

      Jerina was about to blast the two soldiers from their hiding spot when Kosa placed her arm in front of her.

      “Look,” she whispered, pointing to Tannor.

      The girls watched as he crawled over to the squirrels and gathered them up in his arms.

      Curtis tried to grab Tannor’s sleeve, but Tannor was too fast and slipped through his gloved fingers. “What are you doing? Leave them. We need to get out of here!”

      Tannor stuffed the two baby squirrels inside his warm winter coat and moved behind the tree, on the side opposite to the shooting, and began to climb.

      Jerina was stunned. “He couldn’t be helping them.”

      She watched him speak quietly to the animals and pet them gently with his gloved hand.

      Kosa smiled widely. “I told you that not all humans were horrible.”

      Just as Tannor returned the babies to their nest, a shot echoed through the forest, and a responding grunt of pain left his lips as he fell from the tree.

      Curtis cursed and crept closer to where Tannor landed. The white snow under him was already turning red. “Idiot.” He shook his head in disgust. “What a waste.”

      Tannor reached for him, but Curtis pushed him away and ran off.

      Jerina looked at her sister in horror. “He just left him!”

      She scampered out from the briars and rushed toward the fallen soldier, kneeling at his side. Kosa swirled her hands in the air, causing a cyclone of snow and debris to cover the area. She whispered to the animals to help them chase the enemy soldiers away.

      Jerina rolled Tannor onto his back and searched for his wound.

      Tannor stared up into her sparkling azure eyes. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you were an angel. Although, angels don’t usually have freckles along their noses.”

      Jerina laughed. “How do you know I’m not?”

      “I’ve met a few angels, and you don’t fit. My bet is some sort of wood nymph.” Tannor’s eyes danced mischievously, before coughing and wincing in pain.

      She narrowed her eyes at him as she unbuttoned his coat. “You’re not entirely human.”

      Tannor winced again as she peeled his thick shirt away from his wound. “No, I’m not.” He tried to sit up, but fell back. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Why did you help the squirrels?” Jerina blanched when she saw the large hole in his chest, very close to his heart. Even with her healing skills, she wasn’t sure if he would survive.

      “It’s that bad?” Tannor asked, closing his eyes in acceptance. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a photo. “I promised her I would return. Looks like I’m going to break that promise.”

      Jerina glanced down at the black and white wrinkled photo of a beautiful young woman sitting on the hood of a Model T. “Who is she?”

      She pulled all of her energy into her healing powers and focused it into her hands, which she placed gently on his chest. They glowed with power and warmth.

      Tannor smiled sadly. “The love of my life.” He stared at the photo for a long moment. “I married Aspen as soon as we were of age. It took me forever to get her father’s approval, but I managed it.”

      Tannor coughed again, closing his eyes.

      “How is he doing?” Kosa knelt down next to Jerina, her whirlwind ring of protection still in place. “The other soldiers have left the area. Pera and her mate are circling around, toying with the coward who ran away.”

      Jerina’s smile was not friendly. “He deserves far worse than what Pera could give him.”

      Tannor opened his eyes and saw Kosa leaning over him. “Another nymph?”

      Jerina pressed her hand down hard on his chest, causing him to wince again. “We are not nymphs!”

      Tannor tried to laugh, but broke out in a fit of coughing and wheezing. “You sound like my wife. She gets all riled when someone thinks she is a nymph.”

      Kosa raised an eyebrow.

      Tannor answered her unspoken question. “She is an elf.”

      Kosa leaned closer. “Are you half elf? You are not a full human.”

      Jerina dropped her hands. “I can’t do any more. It won’t completely heal.”

      Tannor nodded. “It was an iron bullet. I’m half fae.”

      Kosa’s hands started to glow. “I’m going to try my powers. There has to be something we can do.”

      Tannor placed his hand on her wrist. “It’s okay. I knew this was a possibility before coming into this war.”

      Jerina clenched her fists. “We cannot give up!”

      Tannor focused on Jerina. “I only wish I could have gone home to Colorado one more time to see my family. Aspen is about to give birth to our first child, and I was headed home to be there for her.”

      Kosa’s hands dimmed, and she shook her head. “It’s not working.”

      Tannor closed his eyes again and leaned back into the snow. “I wanted to see our child before I left this world.”

      Jerina grasped his hand. “You will. I’ll get you home. I’ll take you to Colorado. I swear it.”

      Kosa gasped. Jerina never went back on her word. “You never travel in the human world.” Kosa grabbed Jerina’s shoulders, turning her to face her. “You don’t even know where Colorado is located.”

      Tannor rolled to his side. “It’s in the Rocky Mountains region of the United States.”

      Kosa exhaled in horror. “You’re going to travel to the other side of the world?”

      Jerina squared her shoulders. “I can do this. How hard can it be to pretend to be self-centered and ignorant of the world around me?”

      Tannor tried to sit up, and Kosa assisted him. “You don’t have to take me. I can manage.”

      They all knew he wouldn’t last long without their assistance.

      “You won’t change her mind.” Kosa stood up and faced her sister. “This will be the first time we will ever be apart.”

      Jerina hugged Kosa. “Protect our home. I’ll be back.”

      Kosa nodded. “You better return.”

      “I promise.” Jerina hugged her again.

      “You need to change your clothes,” Tannor suggested.

      Jerina glanced down at her dress and cape, and frowned. She waved her hands down the length of her, and her white wispy gown turned into tan pants, tucked into tall leather boots, and her great cape changed into a sweater and fur jacket. “How is this?”

      Kosa’s eyes shot up. “Is that what modern women wear?”

      She wondered how her sister was going to hide her sword.

      Tannor watched in fascination. “They usually wear dresses, but some wear britches when traveling.” Tannor shrugged and flinched. “You might be used to wearing dresses in this weather, but most women would find it much easier trekking through woods in pants.”

      Kosa grimaced as Tannor bent over and leaned heavily on the tree. “He’s not going to make it through the woods.”

      Jerina placed her shoulder under his arm and stood up. “We’ll be fine.” She hoped that was true. “Are there healers in Colorado?”

      “Yes. They should be able to help me, if we make it in time.” It would be close. They might not make it before the iron spread throughout his entire body.

      Jerina found a branch that Tannor could lean on so that they could make their way out of the forest. She turned her sword into a walking stick for herself. She wasn’t going to leave it behind. “Good bye, sister. I will see you soon.”

      They had only ventured a mile when two large wolves arrived, pulling a sled. Jerina grinned and ruffled the fur of her friends. “Thank you both for your assistance.”

      Tannor fell onto the sled, exhausted from only the short distance they traveled. “Please tell your friends I appreciate the ride.”

      Jerina used as much magic as she could spare, helping the wolves move quickly and keeping Tannor awake. The wolves traveled through the mountains and skirted around the cities and towns. They needed to make it to the coast to take a ship over the Baltic Sea to Sweden, where they could find passage to America, according to Tannor. Avoiding Germany and most of the fighting was a priority. The wolves stopped a few miles outside the small fishing village. Army patrols were all over and making it to a ship unseen would be difficult.

      Tannor stood, with Jerina’s help, and placed his hands on the heads of the wolves. “Many blessings to you both.”

      Jerina grinned. “They like you. They don’t usually like anyone. They’re both a little cranky.”

      “I’m irresistible. What can I say?”

      Jerina grabbed Tannor’s hand and pulled him behind a building just as another patrol passed. They were stopping everyone who tried to get to the ships.

      “This isn’t going to work.” Tannor leaned heavily against the building.

      Jerina was thinking the same thing until she saw a few people pass by with not much trouble at all. An idea was forming. “Can you use a glamour? To alter your appearance?”

      She knew it would take a lot out of him, but Tannor nodded. “I think so.”

      Jerina smirked. “Good. I used a lot of magic to get us this far. I can only hold a glamour for myself.”

      She needed to rest soon so she could recharge her magic. Running her hands in front of her body, Jerina was soon wearing a nun’s habit.

      Tannor cringed. “It might be a little sacrilege, but necessary to get through the blockades.”

      He closed his eyes, and he took on the appearance of a monk. Jerina held on to his arm, and they slowly made their way to the docks. Two soldiers blocked their way.

      “Where are your papers?” the older soldier asked.

      Jerina used her powers to enthrall both men. “You don’t need to see our papers. Everything is in order. Now run along and fetch us something to eat.”

      The two soldiers immediately set about their task.

      Tannor glanced at her with concern. “I thought you were not going to use a lot of magic.”

      “I didn’t. That comes natural to my kind.” Jerina shrugged.

      “Which is?” Tannor prodded. He wanted her to trust him as much as he was trusting her.

      Sighing, she knew she would have to tell him. “I’m a vila.”

      “I’ve never heard of a vila.”

      “We like it that way. We are descendants of a rare type of fae and woodland nymphs.” She ignored his smirk. “My sister Kosa and I were born vila. Our mother took a faerie lover for some time. Most of the vila have supernatural lovers, but a few have human ones. Either way, any children they have are always female and always vila. Because we have some fae in us, our powers are stronger.”

      They made their way to a bench at the docks and sat down to wait for the next ship and the food that Jerina had sent the soldiers to fetch.

      “You said you were born vila. There is another way to become one?”

      “Yes. Maidens who are engaged but die before they are wed are often given the choice to join us. Many of them are bitter and take their frustrations out on men. They have given us our wicked reputation.”

      Tannor shuddered, but Jerina wasn’t sure if it was from the cold or what she had just told him. “I’ll have to remember that.”
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        * * *

      

      The traveling was not too difficult over the Baltic Sea and through Sweden. They used their disguises a few times and were able to make it past most of the blockades. Even though they were able to move relatively quickly, it was still taking a toll on Tannor.

      Almost a week after finding him in the deep forest, they reached a port where they could catch a ship to America. Jerina could see Tannor weakening, but there was not much she could do about it, except to infuse him with her healing power every day.

      Their trip over the Atlantic Ocean had been swift, taking only five days. Jerina had conjured a strong wind to take them to New York as quickly as possible. Their captain had been astonished and remarked that it was the fastest trip be had ever made. With the ability to control and manipulate wind, Jerina had also moved a couple of storms out of their way.

      Tannor’s health was starting to decline rapidly, even though she kept infusing him with healing power. They needed to hurry.

      “I’m not going to make it home.”

      Jerina frowned at him. “Yes, you will. Stop saying that.”

      The train ride to Colorado would take a few days, and there was not much Jerina could do to speed things along.
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        * * *

      

      “I sent a telegraph to my home town to have someone meet us on the platform.” Tannor settled down on the stiff train car bench, but shifted around, trying to get comfortable. He was too busy fluffing the pillow behind him to see Jerina’s frown.

      “We can’t just arrive on our own? We need someone to take us there?” Jerina wasn’t sure she liked the idea of depending on someone else. They had made it this far on their own.

      “Our town is a highly protected place, and it’s a little tricky to get to. It will make things much easier if we have someone meet us.” Tannor hoped one of the healers would come to the station.

      Tannor asked numerous questions about vila and what they could do. He debated different fighting techniques with her and loved hearing about her escapades growing up. His inquires didn’t compare to Jerina’s thirst for information about everything she saw and did.

      Tannor was thankful that Jerina was easy to distract from questions about Havenwood Falls. He couldn’t speak about it even if he wanted to tell her about it. In fact, only because of an amulet the Court of the Sun and the Moon had given him did he even remember the place. Normally, they didn’t allow that but made a special exception since Tannor was fighting in the war.

      He didn’t think Havenwood Falls had ever had a visit from a vila, so a few of the residents might be concerned about her at first. One resident in particular would probably be a problem, but Tannor wasn’t going to worry about him. Some members of the Court were always wary of the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      The train pulled into the Montrose train station with a lurch and a puff of steam. Jerina grabbed the bag that held a change of clothes for each of them and a few toiletries that they had picked up in New York City, and slung it over her shoulder. She glanced at Tannor, concerned. The train had rocked enough as it pulled up to the station that he should have awakened from his nap.

      Jerina knelt next to the bench he was using as a bed and shook his shoulder. Tannor groaned but didn’t rouse. Jerina shook him harder, but he stayed unconscious.

      “No! We’ve gotten this far!” She pressed her glowing hands to his chest and infused him with her healing power, but nothing happened.

      Tears fell from her eyes as she looked down at his still form. He had told her that the faerie healer, Gaelira, was hopefully going to meet them, but Jerina had no idea what she looked like. She could carry Tannor off the train, but she would have to use her magic, and the humans might see.

      Having no idea what to do, she opened the window to look out at the platform. She wondered if she would recognize another supernatural if she saw one from afar.

      A slight glimmer caught her eye, and she leaned out toward it, but it fizzled before she could determine what it was.

      “Are you trying to jump out the window?”

      Jerina was so startled, she hit the top of her head when she pulled back inside the compartment. “Ouch!”

      An appealing feminine voice laughed behind Jerina as she whipped around to face the doorway. “Please be Gaelira.”

      A tall woman with pointed ears peeking through her raven black hair moved into the compartment.

      “I am. How is he doing?” Gaelira knelt on the floor next to Tannor.

      “He won’t wake.” Jerina held her hands together to make sure they didn’t shake. She needed to look confident and in control in front of the other supernaturals. She noticed two others standing in the hallway, looking inside.

      A regal woman that seemed to ooze power moved forward. “Thank you for bringing him home, Jerina.”

      Jerina nodded, but turned back to watch Gaelira. She needed to know that the fae healer would be able to work her magic on Tannor.

      Gaelira looked up at her. “I need some of your healing power. I think between the two of us, I should be able to help him.”

      Jerina grasped Gaelira’s hand and concentrated on sending her healing magic to the other woman. Both of their hands grew warmer and glowed with power. Several excruciatingly long minutes later, Tannor stirred, and Jerina sighed in relief. He was going to be okay.

      Tannor’s eyes flickered open, and he scanned the faces that were all leaning over him. “We made it.” He sat up on his elbows. “How’s Aspen and the baby? Is she here? She didn’t have the baby yet, did she?”

      Gaelira patted his stomach. “No, Aspen hasn’t had the baby yet, and they are both doing well. We didn’t think it was a good idea for her to travel this far to meet the train. She is very anxious to see you. I almost had to sedate her.”

      He leaned back down on the bench. “Thank the gods.” Tannor glanced toward Jerina. “Thank you.”

      Jerina nodded. She had managed to get him home to his family and his town, but now she had no idea what she should do. He no longer needed her help, so she had no reason to continue on with them. “I have fulfilled my promise to you, Tannor. You are home.”

      Tannor seemed reluctant to part ways just yet. “Your promise was to take me all the way home. We are still a few hours away.” As she opened her mouth to argue with him, he cut off any of her protests. “I would also like you to meet my wife and child.”

      Jerina swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded.

      A woman and a man entered the cramped quarters, and Tannor smiled. “Saundra and Mihail. It’s great to see you both. Have you met Jerina?”

      Introductions were made, and Mihail helped Tannor to the Olympian Cabriolet Sedan. Mihail drove with Saundra in the front seat. Jerina, Gaelira, and Tannor squished into the back for the drive.

      Jerina was quiet on the ride there, listening to the conversations in the vehicle about people she didn’t know. She wondered if she had made a mistake in continuing on to the elusive town Tannor called home. Her curiosity had her looking forward to going, but the unknown had her stomach in knots.

      She couldn’t believe she had left her beloved woods to take a stranger home to see his wife and child. She had never concerned herself with the outside world before, but there was something about Tannor risking everything for a couple of baby squirrels. Someone who cared enough for nature and the world around him was someone worth leaving her forest for. She just hoped her good deed didn’t come back to bite her.

      The Havenwood Falls sign was just ahead, and Jerina leaned closer to the window to get a good look at it as they approached. A jolt shot through her, causing her to stiffen. Jerina grabbed ahold of the door handle, and considered jumping from the vehicle. The magic that slammed into her knocked her breath away and left her body tingling.

      Tannor placed his hand on her arm. “It’s okay. It’s just the town’s protective wards. We just entered Havenwood Falls.”

      She was still feeling off from being hit with so much magic as Tannor started gushing with information about the town, describing it as a haven for supernaturals. The car continued into the quaint town nestled in the middle of the mountains. The views were breathtaking and reminded her of her mountains and forest. She was suddenly a little homesick and missed Kosa.

      “I’ve never been this far away before,” Jerina muttered to herself as she twisted the hem of her sweater.

      “You’ll love this town. They have an ice cream shop.” Tannor had introduced her to ice cream in New York, and she had fallen in love with the dessert.

      Jerina’s eyes grew large with her excitement. “Do they have licorice?”

      Tannor had also bought some candy in New York as they waited for their train.

      Tannor and Gaelira both laughed. He bumped her shoulder with his. “I’m sure we can find you some.”

      They passed the town square, and Jerina pressed her face to the glass, wonder evident in her expression.

      They made a few more turns before pulling up to a large cottage with a wraparound porch, decorated in pine and holly with big red bows every few feet. It looked festive, and Jerina loved it immediately.

      The front door opened, and a very pregnant young woman hobbled outside. Tannor practically pushed Jerina from the vehicle in his haste to reach his wife.

      Mihail laughed loudly, shaking his head. He offered Jerina his arm. “You’ll have to excuse Tannor for his lack of manners.”

      Tannor ran to Aspen, gathered her in his arms, and swung her around in a circle.

      “Tannor! Please put me down or I’ll end up being sick all over you!” Aspen cried as happy tears streamed down her face.

      He placed her gently on her feet, but refused to let go of her. Jerina knew he missed her way too much. Setting her away from him a little bit, he soaked in her appearance from the top of her dark hair to her bare toes. He’d said that she never wore shoes unless she absolutely had to.

      Jerina was thrilled that Tannor and Aspen were reunited, but it also made her feel a little out of place. She didn’t want to intrude on their special time together, so she busied herself with surveying the neighborhood.

      All of the houses had a similar feel to them, even though they were different colors and styles. Her homeland didn’t have anything like it. The streets were all lined with huge trees and lamp posts. She wished she had visited in the spring when she was sure everything would be in bloom.

      Mihail moved to her side. “We should give them some privacy. I’ll take you to Whisper Falls Inn and get you settled.” He placed a hand on her shoulder to lead her away when Tannor walked up with his arm around Aspen.

      “Jerina, I would like you to meet my wife, Aspen.” She was shocked when Aspen threw her arms around her and gave her a fierce hug.

      “Thank you for saving Tannor. I don’t know what we would have done without him.”

      Jerina hugged her back and was immediately reminded of her sister. “He has a beautiful soul and is worth saving.”

      Aspen clasped Jerina’s hand. “Please come inside. I’m sure you must be tired and hungry from your long journey.”

      “Mihail was going to take Jerina to the inn,” Gaelira told her. “I want to check you both before I leave.”

      “Nonsense. She is going to stay with us. She doesn’t know anyone here, and I want to hear all about their adventure.” Aspen crossed her arms over her belly and stood her ground, obviusly determined to have her way.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, after hours of exchanging stories, Jerina stood at the window in the small bedroom that overlooked the woods. Jerina loved her new friend and was happy that she had agreed to stay with them. Aspen had not given her a choice in the matter, but she was content with the situation.

      Her meeting with the Court that afternoon had not gone as well as she had expected. Tannor and Aspen had explained to her that all supernatural visitors were required to meet with the Court within twenty-four hours of arriving in town. Some of them were wary of her and her powers, not having met anyone else of her species. She had to swear not to do any harm while in town and to limit the amount of magic she used.

      Tannor had explained that she would most likely not remember her time in town with them after she left, but he asked the Court to allow her to remember bringing him home to his family. After some grumbling, Saundra finally agreed.

      The Court had been forgotten when Aspen and Tannor had taken her to Charms Soda Shoppe. The cute little store, a block off the square with huge display windows, sold medicine, ice cream, candy, and gifts. Jerina loved it immediately.

      They sat on stools at the counter, but Jerina kept getting up to explore rows of candy and local souvenirs. She was thrilled when the ice cream sundae was slid in front of her, and she found two sticks of licorice on either side of the whipped cream and cherry. She enthusiastically dug right in, and Aspen discretely handed her a handkerchief to wipe the whipped cream off her nose.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen’s excitement about Christmas caroling did not spread to Jerina. She had no idea what that was until Tannor explained that they would be wandering around town, singing with others. Jerina was going to make sure she sang very quietly so she wouldn’t offend anyone’s hearing. She couldn’t sing at all.

      Everyone gathered in the town square around the large Christmas tree. Jerina loved the bright colors and fancy decorations. She felt like a youngling at her first moon festival. There was so much to see and do, she didn’t know where to look first.

      Tannor and Aspen had introduced Jerina to so many people that she knew she would never remember all of their names. Tannor laughed and told her that he could never remember everyone either.

      Another resident approached and wanted an introduction. Jerina could tell that Aspen and Tannor were reluctant, but it would have been rude not to do so. He approached them with an arrogant swagger, which had Jerina reaching for her sword under her long cloak. She might have found him attractive with his light brown hair and hazel eyes, if he hadn’t appeared to be so smug and condescending.

      Tannor frowned at the newcomer. “Jerina, this is Perun Santore. He is of the Green Coven of mages here in town.”

      “Hello.” He reached out to grasp her hand, allowing his fingers to caress her wrist. She pulled back quickly, shoving her hand on her sword again.

      Jerina felt as if Perun were trying to undress her with his eyes. She wanted to skewer him, but Aspen moved closer to her and whispered, “You can’t kill him here. It will get blood all over the snow and make a mess.”

      Jerina tried not to laugh, but a small snicker escaped, causing Perun to scowl and walk off. She was glad he had left before she had to make him leave.

      Just as the townspeople began to sing, strong winds blew through the square, along with heavy blinding snow. Residents began to scatter, running inside stores and homes to get away from the storm.

      “Did you cause this?” accused one of the members of the Court, taking threatening steps closer to her.

      Perun watched the interaction with interest.

      Jerina ignored everyone and closed her eyes to concentrate. It was much easier to move storms away before they began than to stop one in the middle of its tempest. She gathered her power and forced the winds to obey her and stop gusting. She blew the storm clouds toward the mountain peaks, and they slowly lifted away from the town. The snow lightened to small flakes and then stopped all together.

      The residents emerged from the buildings, looking up at the sky in wonder. The humans passed it off as a quick storm, but the supernaturals knew that something magical had happened.

      Perun approached. “You must possess great power in order to command the sky.” He gave her a calculating look before she was rushed off by Tannor and Aspen to continue their Christmas caroling.

      Jerina didn’t like how Perun watched her all night, but she tried to ignore him and enjoy her time with new friends.
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        * * *

      

      Jerina was having such a wonderful time exploring Havenwood Falls that she didn’t realize that she had spent nearly a week there. It was Christmas Eve, and she would be leaving in two days. She was anxious to return home, but a part of her wanted to remain in the quaint little town with all of the wonderful people she met.

      From her bedroom window, she watched the snow fall and wondered what Kosa was doing. She flickered her hand out, and the flakes began to swirl and dance.

      Aspen had been in labor all day, but the baby didn’t show signs of wanting to arrive any time soon. Jerina and a midwife had been checking on her regularly, but Aspen had shooed them away and said that she would yell when she needed them. Tannor was a nervous wreck.

      A scream had Jerina running from her bedroom.

      “Jerina, please come quickly!” Tannor pulled her into the bedroom he shared with his wife.

      Aspen was on the bed, sweaty and in obvious pain. She began to whimper.

      Jerina approached. “What’s happened?”

      Tannor ran his hand through his hair. “The baby’s not coming, and the pain is getting worse. Aspen’s breathing has become shallow. There’s no time to get a healer. I can’t lose them.”

      Jerina squeezed his shoulder. “You won’t lose them.”

      She pulled as much of her power as she could and forced her healing magic into her palms until they glowed. Gently placing them on Aspen’s abdomen, she could feel the baby’s heart beat strengthen and Aspen’s breathing even out. She added a little extra magic to help the baby come into the world.

      Moments later, a wailing baby boy was placed into his mother’s arms. Jerina sat back, exhausted from using so much power, but elated that she had saved her friend’s life.

      Tannor had his arm around his family, smiling brightly. “We don’t know how to thank you enough. None of us would be here if it wasn’t for you.”

      Jerina smiled at the beautiful little boy with sparkling blue eyes and a mop of dark hair. Babies were usually red and wrinkly when they first arrived, but he was adorable. “It was meant to be. What are you going to call him?”

      Aspen kissed her son’s head. “His name is Thane.”

      The clock chimed, indicating that it was midnight.

      Tannor kissed his son and his wife. “Merry Christmas.” He turned to Jerina. “Thank you for giving us the best Christmas present ever.”
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        * * *

      

      Look for more from Jerina, Kosa, Perun, and Thane in Char Webster’s Legends of Havenwood Falls story, coming Spring 2019.
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            Christmas Right Side Up Cake

          

          By Desiree Lafawn

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, mister, I can see your underpants.” The tiny voice chirped next to me as I knelt on the hard-packed snow, the knees of my perfectly pressed brown dress pants soaked through and clinging to my skin.

      “No, you can’t,” I replied, grunting a little as I pushed and pulled against the wagon wheel in front of me. The one wedged in a snowdrift and locked tight against the ice of the barely cleared side street. Their wagon had gotten stuck right in front of me as I’d been about to pull onto the main road that would take me out of town. I had a mission this morning, but I couldn’t leave someone stranded on the side of the road in the cold either. Which was how I ended up grunting and sweating in my dress clothes on the side of the road with a curious little booger picker watching from the sidelines.

      “Can so,” the little boy, who couldn’t have been over six years old, said with a satisfied smirk.

      “Doubtful.” And I meant it, considering I wore nothing underneath my britches on warm days, and in the cold, I only wore my thermal long Johns. Hardly considered underpants, though. My satisfied grin gave way to a mighty bellow as two things happened. One, the wheel slipped free of the snow prison with a mighty groan (from the axel and my body) and then my heavy coat lifted as a small hand shoved a not so small handful of packed ice and snow down the pack of my pants.

      Geeeeezus, it was brisk.

      “Pacey! Absolutely unacceptable,” cried his mother with horror as she grabbed the offending child by the shoulder and shoved him behind her. She most likely thought I would thump him for the icy assault, but even though I stood a foot taller and more broad than most men walking around Havenwood Falls, I had a better temperament than to go around knocking little kids around. At least that’s what I told myself as the snow gave way to icy water dribbling down my butt.

      “Haha—kids.” I turned to the mother, and a look of relief crossed her face even as her son stuck his tongue out from behind her back.

      “I don’t know how to thank you, Mr.—”

      “Jonas,” I told her as I pulled a handkerchief out of my coat pocket and dried my hands with it. I might have gotten the knees of my pants wet, but they would dry. I still needed to stay as tidy as I could—after all I had a special mission today and I needed to look my best. “My name is Jonas Pederson, ma’am, and think nothing of it. Your wagon is free now; try to keep it on the center of the road where the traffic has packed the snow down the most. Use the tire tracks as guides. That should keep you out of the drifts as long as no traffic is coming from the other way.”

      It may have been 1922, and a lot more people had automobiles than before, but here in the mountains, a lot of folks still stuck to the horse and buggy in the winter. Not me, though; I loved my custom truck. I rigged my Model T with traction chains in the back and snow skis in the front. She didn’t need a road. She could cross the roughest terrain, if I wanted. I mean, I wasn’t going to test her on it, but I bet she could.

      I waited until they had pulled the buggy out of the drift and gone on their way before I got back into my truck and drove in the opposite direction. Christmas was in two weeks, and everyone was busy traveling to see relatives. Most of the traffic was in town, but my destination was out of town. All the way down the hillside and just past the Havenwood Falls sign. I knew where I was going, and that was the only reason I could pull right up the small drive in front of the white, two-story house hidden in the trees. Not just anyone could find this place. This house was shrouded in magic. Earth magic. Magic that comes from the ground, air, and trees surrounding it. Most people wouldn’t notice and would just drive right on by.

      I wasn’t most people.

      And this house was my mission.

      The knees of my pants were dry now, thanks to the dangerous, but necessary portable heater I kept in my truck in the winter. I hoped that someday I could just push a button and warm up while I was driving. Until then, I had to bring my own heat source, and hope I didn’t catch fire while I was at it. Parking the truck, I looked down to the right at the wide bench seat next to me. There were no seating restraints in my truck, so I had to rig up straps that ran across the seat and down through the back. A nifty idea, really—something a little more sophisticated could hold a passenger in place in case of an accident. But what did I know? I didn’t invent the automobile; I just drove one—and tinkered with it to suit my needs.

      And right now my need was to keep that cake box from turning over onto the floor as I navigated the icy mountain roads. And I’d been successful.

      I’d put my heart and soul into that cake. Not because I liked to make cake. I’d never made one before in my life, and it had taken many notes from my secret helpers to even get me to this stage. No, what was important was to whom I would give the cake, and the meaning behind the gift itself.

      I’d baked a Christmas cake as a gift for the girl I liked, and I was a walk up to the front door away from giving it to her. I may have been six and a half feet tall (in my human form), but my knees still shook like a cow at the slaughter. I’d planned weeks for this day, and now I was about to present her with my gift.

      “What do you mean, she isn’t here?”

      I couldn’t have heard them right, the two kind older ladies who had opened the door and ushered me inside and out of the cold December mountain air. “You knew I was coming today. What do you mean she left?”

      “Well, a bug bit her bottom about delivering the Christmas cakes to all of our customers, and she decided today was the day she had to do it.” Meri McNee, one of the silver haired Sisters McNee, said as she wrung her hands in front of her. “She baked the last two days solid and left early this morning. Said she wanted to get all the deliveries done before the next snow, so everyone would have their cakes to share with their visiting relatives.”

      It was a very thoughtful gesture, and it threw my plans completely out of whack. I looked at the two almost identical older women and sighed.

      “And it never occurred to you to let me know?”

      “We don’t have a telephone here,” Meri said, looking down.

      “And neither do you, Jonas,” chimed in her sister, Alice. “We’re banshees, Jonas, and you are a stone man. Unless you’ve neglected to tell us something, neither of our skill sets include telepathy.”

      She was right. Without telling River of my plan to stop over, there was no way to keep her home. And when River got an idea in her head, it would take a landslide to stop her. I wanted to scrub my hands over my face in frustration but couldn’t because I still held the small cardboard pastry box in my hands. The pineapple upside down cake I had slaved over, just to give a gift to a girl who wasn’t even here to accept it. I could leave it there, but that would defeat the purpose.

      “Let’s take a look then.” Meri whisked the box out of my hands and flipped the lid open. “Oh, you did such a good job, Jonas.” She breathed in and sniffed the contents, a look of satisfaction on her face. It ought to be good. I got the recipe from her.

      “I know we’ve been planning this for a bit, son, but I don’t want you to have a wasted trip. She’ll be out in town all day, you know. I bet you could catch up to her if you wanted.” Alice had a point, but there was a reason I had come to her house, and a reason I had asked her guardians, the Sisters McNee, for help.

      River wasn’t just some girl. She was the girl—the one who moved my heart of stone to where I couldn’t look at another female. A man gets a good look at a girl like River McNee—her long raven colored hair with bits of red and orange woven through it and those curves in all the right places—it’s impossible to look away. But when a man gets close enough to hear her laugh that sounds like music and see her heart as big as an ocean, well, that’s when he thinks no other woman will do. The problem was me getting even a moment of time alone with her because she was always so busy.

      I’d never seen a woman on the go as much as River McNee. She and the sisters ran a catering company from their home, and River did all the deliveries from her motorcycle with the side cart. River would bring us bagged lunches to the mine every day, and she also did special orders for some other businesses in town. She was constantly doing for others, and that’s why I thought maybe, just maybe, she’d like it if someone baked for her for a change. And if I enlisted the help of her busybody guardians—well, who could blame me? I needed all the help getting her attention I could muster. I mean, I’d been trying for forever, but something always seemed to happen. So the sisters, who’d always taken a liking to me for some reason or another, thought if I delivered my cake to the house, then I could just sit down and have a cup of coffee, couldn’t I? We could have a proper visit without me having to rush back to work or River speeding off to another delivery on her bike.

      It would work out perfectly. Except it didn’t. And speaking of that bike . . .

      “Did she take her motorcycle out today?” She’d better not have. That thing wasn’t made to navigate icy mountain roads. It was a warmer day today, just a touch over forty degrees, but that made the ice softer and the snow turn to slush. It would be easy for her to get stuck trying to get to town.

      “Relax,” Meri said as she patted me on the shoulder and handed me back my box of cake. “I can see by your expression what you’re thinking, and I’ll have you know River is better on her bike than you are in your truck.”

      “Besides, you would have passed her on the way if she’d had trouble getting up the road.” Alice had a point. “The charms Meri and I sewed into her coat don’t hurt, either.”

      Both women burst into peals of laughter. For banshees, whose claim to fame was their bone chilling wails, these two women had the sweetest sounding joy. They’d moved out of town years ago for reasons of their own, but I couldn’t help but question why they’d felt the need—they’d always been so kind. Surely they were welcome in Havenwood Falls? I’d always wanted to ask, but it wasn’t any of my business. I knew the Sisters McNee were wonderful, kind-hearted women, and it was because they brought River to Havenwood Falls that I got to meet her—there would be no otherwise.

      But now here I was with busted plans, and there was only one thing left for me to do. I tucked the cake box under one arm and buttoned my heavy coat back up to my chin.

      “Are you going to chase her down then?” The two women spoke in unison.

      I paused with my hand on the door and flashed them my most beguiling grin. “I am. She’s worth the effort, don’t you think? Maybe if I’m lucky, she’ll stand still long enough for me to talk to her this time.”

      The door shut to the sounds of their laughter, ringing like chimes in my ears.

      It’s not that big of a town that misfortune had to follow me so damned often. And by misfortune, I really meant me, running into everyone else’s parcel of horse crap.

      I’d barely made it into town, but had hardly gotten in sight of Main Street when I saw a familiar figure standing on the side of the road, waving his hands in the air and jumping up and down, like an idiot.

      “Ian, what the hell are you doing?” I said as I pulled up next to him and the broken down jalopy he called a daily driver. It was nose deep, halfway down in a soft sloping ditch that ran along the side of the road. “Chains on your tires, man. How many times do I have to remind you that you live in the mountains?”

      “Jonas, thank goodness. I’ve been standing here waving my arms for a half an hour. No one else has come by this way. I’m so glad the first person I came across was you.” Ian glanced back to his vehicle, then flashed me a grin. “Care to pull her out?”

      Come again?

      “I must have heard you wrong, Ian,” I told my friend, scratching at my ear to somehow make it register words better. “I know you didn’t just ask me to pull your car out of a ditch by hand.” We’re friends and all, but I was thinking more along the lines of giving the guy a ride—not wrestling his vehicle back onto the road.

      “It’s not like you can’t,” Ian muttered. “I’d do it for you, if I could.”

      “You’d never have to, because I have chains on my tires like a normal person.” He had the nerve to smile. “Can’t I just give you a lift home, and you can have the service station come give you a pull out?”

      “Can’t do it. I just need to get righted on the road, and I’ll be on my way.” Ian’s words made little sense, and I thought he was messing with me.

      “You can’t accept a ride, but you’ll accept me destroying my clothes to yank your car out of the ditch.” Nope. Still made little sense when I said it in my own words. Ian looked back over at the tail end of his vehicle, his dark eyes clouding over with worry and lines of concern making his young face look older. Two of his car’s tires still touched the snow covered road. The other two were over the side of the slope.

      “If it was someone else, I would say yes, but I can’t because it’s you,” he said glumly, shoulders slumping under his maroon wool sweater. Then it occurred to me—he wasn’t wearing a coat.

      “Where’s your coat, Ian?” The whole situation was bizarre. Didn’t anyone know how to plan for the weather in this town?

      He had the audacity to look irritated. “It’s in the car.”

      “Okay, it’s in the car, but why is it not on your body as you stand there, ankle deep in the snow, kicking up snow bunnies and waving about like a lunatic?”

      Ian took a deep breath, like he was calming himself while he talked to an idiot. I recognized the sound because I had to take breaths like that often when I was talking to him. “Because they need it more than I do.”

      “Who needs it?”

      “The kittens I rescued from the alley by the grocery. Mama cat was nowhere to be found, so I can only assume she either succumbed to the weather or a wild animal has made off with her. Either way, they needed taken care of or they would have frozen to death.”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      “I’m allergic to cats, Ian.” Allergic wasn’t even the right word. More like I got one tiny little piece of cat hair dander in my lungs and my face would swell up to where my eyes watered and my skin turned blotchy. Forget allergy. A villain could use a cat as a weapon and take me straight out of the picture, that’s how badly my body rejected cats. One would think a man made of stone wouldn’t have something as ludicrous as allergies. I was practically allergy proof.

      “I’m aware, Jonas. That’s why I said I can’t accept a ride from you. I can’t take them with me in your car or you’ll probably die driving.” I wouldn’t die, but I would be a raging tear-streaked, snotty mess and in no condition to meet with River even if I managed to catch up to her. “I can’t leave them in the car while you take me home. The weather is too cold, even with the lot of them sleeping in my coat. But if you pull my car out and get me back on the road, it saves everyone.” He looked at me, nodding his head toward his vehicle. “You can look through the window at them if you want to.”

      No, thank you. It wasn’t that I didn’t like cats. I loved them, and I wished I could snuggle kittens just like Ian would do. The problem with me looking at kittens was that it made me want to hold kittens, and it wasn’t good to tempt fate. I looked down at my coat and sighed. This would wreck my clothes, but again, I couldn’t leave someone stranded.

      “Come on, Jonas,” Ian cajoled as he slapped me on the shoulder. “It’s not like you aren’t strong enough.”

      I took off my coat and threw it over his head. It was so large, it draped over his frame, making him look like a child dressing up as a ghost in a large black sheet. The bottoms of the hem almost brushed the ground where he stood.

      “Hold that for me, and don’t let it touch the ground,” I warned.

      “Whoa, are you going to . . . you know . . . do the thing?” he asked, holding his arms in front of him and opening and closing his fists while trying not to drop my giant coat on the ground.

      “Just a little,” I replied, grunting as I walked over to the car and squatted down, gripping the rear bumper with both hands. “I can’t risk changing this close to a busy part of town. But if it’s just my arms, it will probably be okay.”

      I was already focusing on the change, feeling the bones of my arms harden from the inside out, until the skin from my shoulders to my fingertips was the gray of granite and just as hard, and my appendages swelled to quadruple their size. I knew I looked a sight, and I had to hurry so no one would see me. Havenwood Falls was a supernatural friendly town—but only because most humans didn’t know there were supernaturals there at all. No sense bringing the Court of the Sun and the Moon down on my head when I could do this with a quick one—two—three . . .

      On three, I lifted and pulled backward, the axle and wheels groaning as they shifted on the snow. I shuffled backward a few steps, then swung hard to the left. The beat up old car creaked and complained but slid back onto the level ground. I stood up, giving my body time to change back to normal, even though I’d just picked up a car and placed it back on the road like a toy. Not that it was a difficult task. I’d just been trying not to make a ruckus so no one would notice what I was doing.

      “Be careful of the kittens,” Ian called, throwing my coat at me as he flew by. He flung the car door open and poured half his body inside. I could hear low crooning noises coming from inside the car as he baby-talked to the kittens I assumed were laying in a little kitty puddle in the backseat.

      “The kittens are fine, but my shirt is another matter entirely,” I muttered to myself because Ian wasn’t even listening. I couldn’t blame him, though. I wished I could peek into the back and see the kittens, but my face would explode if I did.

      Ian finally remembered that I was standing there and leaned back out of the car to give me a smile. “The kittens are good. Thanks for your help, Jonas. You’re a real good friend.” Then his eyes grew wide, and a look of horror crossed his face. “Holy crap, your shirt—it’s torn to shreds.”

      Yeah, that’s what happened when I changed. My body turned to solid stone—my clothes did not. As soon as I transformed, my sleeves had shredded to pieces from the shoulder seam down. I looked like I had blown them off completely, I was sure. Now that my arms weren’t in rock form anymore, I could feel winter’s chill biting through my skin. I threw my coat back on and shoved my arms through the sleeves. I could still find River—I just needed to make sure I kept my coat on. I could salvage this day yet.

      “If you’re settled, Ian, I’ll be off. I’ve an appointment to keep and people to see.”

      “I saw River in the square earlier. She was making the rounds with her cakes. If you hurry, you can probably run into her, too. You know, a chance meeting.” Ian grinned and started his car, the cranking of the engine obscenely loud in the otherwise quiet of the side road we were on. I hadn’t said a thing to Ian about my plans today, but he knew how I mooned over River, and he never let an opportunity to tease me about it escape.

      Whatever. He could say what he liked. I still had time. I could make it to town and save this day, as long as I made no other stops along the way.

      There she was—or at least there her bike was—parked right out in front of Napoli’s Ristorante Italiano, like a dream come true. I couldn’t see her, but if the bike was here, then she was too, and that was the closest I’d gotten to sticking with the plan since I left my own house this morning. Dear gods in the heavens, I could see the light. I pulled the truck over and parked it behind the bike, opened the lid on the cake box to make sure everything was in order, and then I grabbed it, exiting the truck.

      I had no plan now, but all I had to do was get in front of River. I would worry about what to say when the opportunity presented itself. I was going to give her this cake or die trying. I strode toward Napoli’s with the purpose of a man on an agenda, my heavy boots slogging through the slush and the rapidly melting snow. The bright warmth of the midday sun was turning the hard-packed snow into a slippery slide, but my boots were made for all weather. It would not deter me.

      Almost as if she heard me coming, the door to Napoli’s opened and my raven haired goddess appeared, her hair bound back in braids and the toes of her boots barely visible under the extra-long skirts she always wore. Her hood was pulled back, and her bright green muffler wound around her neck so many times, only the tip of her nose reddened from the cold, and her eyes could be seen above it.

      She was a vision of loveliness, red-tipped nose and all.

      “River,” I called, in hindsight a little too loudly for someone just a foot or two away, and she turned, startled. So taken aback was she at the forcefulness of my greeting, she jerked her arm back and slammed the heavy wooden door to Napoli’s outward in my direction.

      Right into my stunned face.

      I didn’t even feel the blow to my nose. I was too busy feeling the hit to my pride as I watched in slow motion as the cake box flew out of my hands and crashed to the ground as the door slid back into its rightful place, snug up against the front of the Italian restaurant it belonged to. I wished I could be like that door, and the cake box could be snug in my hands like it ought to be, but that was not what happened. I couldn’t even move. Could only stare in horror at the white kraft box upside down in the snow, its edges pushed in and crumpled.

      My heart was in that box, and in my chest was just an empty hollow hole. I didn’t even have words.

      “Jonas, you’re bleeding!”

      I dimly heard River’s voice. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the tragedy on the ground in front of me. I’d never made a cake before, much less made a present for a girl. I wondered if it would have tasted all right. We’d never know now. Damn it.

      “Jonas.” This time I raised my eyes to look at her. River’s warm brown eyes filled with concern as she dabbed at my face with a handkerchief she had most likely pulled from her pocket. It smelled just like her. Fall leaves. Campfire. Some unknown spice. “Jonas, are you all right?”

      Was I all right? No. I was dead inside, smashed to pieces like the confection on the ground in front of me, but that was my fault. Grabbing her hand, I stopped her fluttering and smiled as gently as I knew how.

      “I’m fine, River,” I said, and I could tell by the look on her face she didn’t believe I was fine at all. “I’m sorry I startled you.” That was it. I couldn’t think of another thing to say, even though I’d spent the better part of two days practicing how I would give her the cake and say something like, “You work so hard to cook for everyone around you. I thought you might like something you didn’t have to make yourself,” or something suave like, “A little bird told me that pineapple upside down cake was your favorite.”

      And maybe in my daydream there was mistletoe, and maybe in the recesses of my depraved mind, we shared a kiss under that mistletoe. Maybe in my daydream she was ecstatic about the gift, but this wasn’t a daydream. The real Jonas just stood in front of the girl of his dreams like a tongue-tied fool, silent and bleeding.

      “What is this?” River said as she spied the box on the ground in front of her. She bent down to retrieve it, opening the portion that should have been the bottom, but was, in fact, now the new top. I didn’t want her to open it. I didn’t want her to see my destroyed dreams that were housed in that crumpled white box. “Oh, Jonas, it’s smushed. I’m so sorry.” And she turned her sorrow-filled eyes to mine, looking every inch as if she was to blame when it was my carelessness.

      “It was a gift,” I stammered, like a lovesick teenager. A gift for whom, I couldn’t tell her. I was winging it completely and failing miserably at my task. “It’s a pineapple upside down cake,” I muttered.

      “More like a pineapple right side up cake now.” River giggled a little at her joke, then realizing what she’d said, she covered her mouth with a green mittened hand. “I’m sorry. It’s a bit crumpled on the edges, but it still looks so good.” And she closed her eyes and sniffed the contents of the box. “Oh, it smells so good, too. Pineapple upside down cake is my favorite,” she said mournfully.

      “You can have it if you’d like.” I don’t know where the words came from or why I said them. There was no way she would want food that had fallen on the ground. I couldn’t even tell River I had made it for her. The whole situation had spiraled out of my control. All I wanted was to get back into my truck, go home, and act like none of this had happened. Except I would have my destroyed kitchen to deal with since I still hadn’t cleaned up from baking the cake in the first place.

      “It’d be a shame to waste it.” River nodded, oblivious to my inner turmoil as she looked at the contents of the box. “It’s been so long since I’ve had sweets I didn’t make myself—and it smells so very good.” River gently closed the bottom, now the lid, of the box. “I have an idea,” she said. “Wait here.”

      I watched bemused as she left me standing there and took my cake back over to the side cart of her bike. I noticed she had chains wrapped around both the front and back tires, and I smiled to myself in satisfaction. I didn’t know why I thought she wouldn’t have the presence of mind to take care of herself. My River was a very resourceful woman.

      I didn’t deserve to call her my River. I couldn’t even ask her out or have a normal conversation, apparently.

      She lifted the lid to the cart and took out two packages, replacing them with the box she took from me, and closed the lid with a snap. Ten seconds later, she placed them both in my open hands with a smile and a twinkle in her eye.

      “How about a trade, Jonas?”

      “Hmm?” She looked so pretty there with her braids trailing down her back, I almost didn’t register what she said.

      “How about a trade? It’s not ideal, but since I wrecked your present, here is a Christmas cake to give to whomever you were going to give your pineapple upside down cake to. How’s that?”

      “But there are two, River,” I said, confusion lacing my voice. River nodded and smiled.

      “Well, this one was yours anyway, and I would have stopped by your place to give it to you later today. It’s my thank you for always ordering lunch from me during the Spring and Summer months.”

      Sure enough, there was a little label on the foil wrapping that said Merry Christmas, Jonas in pretty scrolled handwriting. The other package didn’t have such a label.

      “This one is an extra, and you can use it as your gift. That way I won’t feel so bad about eating your pineapple right side up cake.” River giggled again, and this time I smiled with her. She was going to eat my cake. So what if I couldn’t tell her it was originally for her—she wanted my cake even though it was smashed and upside down—or right side up, as she said. And she gave me a present, too? What blessed dream was I having right now?

      “They’re both fruitcake,” she said, but my heart was flying too high to be turned off because she’d handed me my least favorite confection of all time. “I had to use various extracts because I can’t get my hands on any rum. Whiny prohibitionists,” she muttered under her breath. I smiled at the way her nose wrinkled up in irritation.

      “Definitely whiners,” I agreed, just to keep her talking. “Thank you so much for these,” I added, trying not to sound as if she had gifted me the moon. “I’ll gladly take the trade, and thank you so much for the gift.” Who gave a damn if I hated fruitcake? This wasn’t like normal fruitcake, I knew. Everything River touched was amazing. These would be the best two fruitcakes ever baked in the history of the earth. I just knew it.

      “Well, I have more deliveries to make so I must get moving if I want to finish up while it’s still daylight.” As she said the words, her eyes drifted above my head. “Jonas, look.”

      River pointed to the wooden rafters of the Napoli’s overhang that stretched out over the walk in front of the restaurant. I lifted my head and registered the green spiky leaves and red berries tied to the wood above my head.

      She had to hop up a little to reach, but I still felt the peck on my cheek, there and gone in a flash. Struck dumb, I could only stare down at her smiling face as she pulled her muffler back up to her cheeks.

      River McNee had kissed me. Under the mistletoe. Just like my damned daydream.

      And I couldn’t do anything about it as she walked away from me, humming a Christmas carol under her breath. I didn’t move as she checked the latch on the side cart, and finding it tight, swung her skirted leg over the seat of the bike and started it up. I could only move my arm like a wooden doll in response to her green-mittened wave as she rode down the street and out of the town square, kicking up a fine spray of snow and slush behind her. I was still holding her small foil-wrapped loaves in my hands. Coming back to myself, I looked around me, and several heads turned swiftly, acting like they weren’t just a witness to my embarrassment.

      Who could care about embarrassment at a time like this?

      It was the best ruined day ever. I got back in my truck and placed the two small packages on the seat next to me, wrapping the makeshift straps around them to keep the cakes from sliding around during the bumpy drive home. Something cold dropped on my lip, and I wiped my hand across my face, smearing the blood that was still slowly trickling from my nose. Laughing, I pulled my truck back onto the road and drove off toward home.

      My nose was bleeding. I’d put a small hole in the knee of my good pants when I’d stopped to pry that wagon wheel out of the snow. I’d shredded the sleeves of one of my good shirts while lifting Ian’s car out of the ditch, and I’d thrown a cake at the girl I loved.

      I was a mess.

      I felt like the richest man in town, though, as I drove home with my treasures on the seat next to me. Fruitcake was about to become my favorite dessert—okay, maybe second to the McNee peach pie—and I spent the rest of the drive home thinking of how long I could make them last if I savored just a tiny slice, every day.

      I happily ate them both in one sitting.
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      Read more about River and Jonas in Kiss the Ashes (A Legends of Havenwood Falls Novella) by Desiree Lafawn, coming February 2019.
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      Kaori rubbed the soft flesh on the inner part of her wrist. She often sat and allowed her thumb to roam back and forth over the small tattoo that had adorned her skin for several months, especially when something was weighing on her mind.

      Sitting on the bench at the window in the living room, she watched out over the front yard and the road that stretched in front of the house. The sun was slipping back behind the trees. The glow of the remaining light changing from golden yellows to various shades of reds and oranges that seemed to reflect off the fresh layer of snow that covered everything.

      Winter was well settled in, nestling the small Colorado town with plenty of snow, ice, and dropping temperatures. Fireplaces were constantly lit, the town’s square hosted what was becoming an annual skating rink, and travel was becoming more dangerous than normal. The last part leaving Kaori a little more than nervous.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned around. Heather looked at Kaori, attempting to give her a reassuring smile. “He will be back soon.”

      Kaori took a deep breath. “I know you’re right. It’s just that . . .”

      “The snow is thick,” Heather finished her sentence.

      “And they closed County Road 13 coming into town,” Kaori added. “I mean, it reminds me of my home country. It is not unheard of to have so much snow fall so quickly. But that does not mean people do not get hurt . . . or worse. And he went to the city alone.”

      “It’s 1926, Kay. They have plows and such now. And he is familiar with these woods and this weather. You have nothing to worry about.” Heather took a seat next to her and looked out as well, glancing over at her friend periodically. “He is fine. You will see.”

      “Yes. I’m sure he is.” Kaori didn’t turn back to Heather. She continued to watch the scene outside as a squall of snow dropped more of the white stuff.

      A moment turned into minutes, which turned into an hour. Both women were curled up on the bench seat that spanned the length of the large picture window off the front of the living room, blankets covering their legs. The colors in the sunset had vanished as luminous, puffy clouds rolled through, dumping heavy snow and leaving only small patches of the dark blue, star speckled sky exposed. Clouds that thickened as the snowfall got heavier.

      Finally, Heather stood, tossing her blanket onto Kaori’s feet. “I’m going to make some hot chocolate. Would you like some?”

      Still not breaking her study of the landscape, Kaori nodded. “Yes, please.”

      A few minutes later, Heather returned with two steaming mugs of hot cocoa, both topped with marshmallows. She handed one to Kaori and took up her seat on the bench again. “Careful. It is hot.”

      Kaori looked down at the mug while blowing on it. “Are those marshmallows?”

      Heather grinned. “Yes. I found some down at the general store recently. I hadn’t seen them since I was in France a number of years ago.”

      “They put them in hot cocoa there? I have never seen this before.” Kaori sipped gingerly on the beverage.

      Heather wrapped her hands around the mug. “Yes. It’s a specialty there in the cafés. Or at least it was. It might be more common now. That was approximately forty years ago, now that I think of it.”

      Plucking one of the sugary confections out and eating it, Kaori let a smile creep across her lips. “These new versions are so much sweeter . . . and better than the ones I knew.”

      “New versions? Have they changed the recipe recently?” Heather examined her marshmallows that floated around her mug as she tipped it slightly side to side.

      Kaori finished a sip. “Oh, I just mean the modern versions. I remember tasting marshmallows for the first time almost four hundred years ago. I was a young kitsune and had only been transforming into human form for a little over fifty years.”

      “You were fifty?” Heather leaned back.

      “No.” Kaori giggled. “I was . . .” She thought for a moment. “I was about a hundred and fifty years old—a hundred and fifty-seven if I remember correctly. But us kitsune cannot transform into a human form until after we are a hundred. Some can a little sooner, but I started right on my hundredth birthday. And it was about fifty years later that I experienced my first marshmallow.”

      “Interesting that you remember such a little thing.” Heather tugged her blanket back up over her legs.

      “It was not so little back then. You see,” Kaori adjusted in her seat to face Heather, “back then, they were a delicacy. I believe the gentleman I was dining with explained that they were first discovered about three thousand years before, made from extracts of the marshmallow plant and mixed with honey. That plant is not here in America, however. Unless it was brought over. It was native only to a small area of the world. But because of the limited access to the plants, he said they were only allowed to be served to the gods and royalty.”

      “Ooooh! Are you royalty?” Heather’s eyes went wide.

      Kaori closed her eyes and held up a finger as she attempted to finish the sip of her beverage instead of spitting it out in laughter. Once she gathered herself, she shook her head. “No. I was just . . . I had . . . this is awkward telling you. You’re his sister. Talking about my past with other men seems a bit inappropriate, even scandalous that I have a past with other men. Does it not?”

      “You’re over five hundred years old, Kaori. My brother and I might not be as old as you, but our aging is slower than humans. So we understand. You would have had a past prior to meeting him. It’s okay. Besides, I must know how you came about sharing royal marshmallows with a royal man.” Heather sat forward, enraptured by the story, obviously longing for more.

      A flush of red colored Kaori’s cheeks. “All right. If you must know . . .”

      “Oh, I must!”

      “Well.” Kaori leaned over and set her mug down on the nearby table and pulled her blanket up. “It was actually over the change into the new year. Back then, it was on slightly different dates than it is now. We adopted the same calendar as America in the late 1800s. But back then, as I said, it was a little different. And that year, I had traveled into the city of Tokyo for the festivities. We celebrated the change of the new year in grand fashion over several days. Still do.”

      “Really? How exciting!” Heather exclaimed.

      “Yes, it is,” Kaori agreed. “It was there that I met a man who was visiting while on expedition from his homelands of Egypt. After a couple of walks through town, talking and getting to know one another, he invited me to dine with him every night while he was there, and I accepted. He would have his crew cook for us and even set up a small table and chairs with place settings on the deck of his ship, where we could eat under the stars.”

      Heather quirked an eyebrow. “Wasn’t it cold?”

      Kaori nodded. “Yes. But he had the men fashion an insulated wagon where they lit a fire, wheeled it out by our table, and the warmth from it kept us from getting too cold. It was quite brilliant actually.”

      “Wow. He sounds very clever.” Heather pursed her lips and nodded with approval.

      “He was an interesting shinshi.”

      “Shinshi?”

      “Sorry. I meant gentleman. Sometimes my native tongue sneaks out of my lips.”

      Heather smiled. “I can understand. Occasionally, I find myself speaking Gaelic. Especially with my brother.”

      “Then you understand.” Both women nodded, and Kaori continued her story. “It was on our last day together that he brought out the marshmallows and told me of them—and their medicinal properties. He explained how they soothed sore throats and coughs, plus they aided in healing wounds. But more than anything, they were a delicious treat.” She popped one from her cocoa into her mouth. “He went into his cabin on the ship and came out with a marshmallow plant. Giving it to me, he said it was a gift of not only value, but a token of his affection for me. He said he wanted me to have it to always remember him by.”

      Heather sighed. “How romantic. And purposeful.”

      “Yes,” Kaori agreed. “It was a fine gesture. We still have the plant, my family and many others. We cultivated them, and we use them for the medicinal properties he spoke of, sharing with humans as well.”

      “That’s beautiful, Kaori. Truly.” Heather put a hand to her heart. “And the man. What became of him?”

      “He left on his ship the following day, and I never saw him again.”

      Heather let her hand drop. “Never?”

      “No.” Kaori shook her head. “Never.”

      “That’s tragic. Why would he just leave like that?” Seeing her friend’s expression fall, Heather changed the subject. “Hey, I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me. You said your culture celebrates the new year like we do Christmas here in the States. This is your first one here, right?”

      “Yes. It is,” Kaori confirmed.

      Heather scanned the room and all of the decorations. “How do your people celebrate Christmas?”

      The sadness left Kaori’s face as she took in a breath. “Well, I suppose we should start with the fact that I was born in 1403. And, as I said earlier, I didn’t change into a human form until I was a hundred. So, in 1503 . . . yes. Sorry. I had to think a moment how far back that was.”

      “That far back, I’m not sure I would so easily remember, either.” Heather blinked. “Your true form being a fox, correct?”

      Kaori nodded. “Correct. But back then, in the early 1500s, we didn’t celebrate Christmas at all. It was around the mid 1500s that a man by the name of Saint Francis Xavier came to Japan, bringing with him the Christian religion. We heard of some people celebrating Christmas in the following few years, but I’ll tell you, even today, there’s less than one percent of our population that converted.”

      “To Christianity?”

      Kaori nodded once again. “Yes. It was so widely disliked that Christianity was banned in the early 1600s, and I heard of only very small circles celebrating after that for a long time. Not only banned, but those that participated who were found out were prosecuted.”

      Heather shook her head. “Typical of humans—or any species of beings. Always persecuting each other for just about anything.”

      Kaori pursed her lips. “Hence why I look like this, more European, rather than being here in the human form I’d adapted as my true one, the way I usually look as a human back in Japan.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Regardless, our leaders allowed religious freedom back in about 1870, and after that, Christmas became acceptable again. About the turn of the century, it became bigger when so many factories in Japan started producing holiday decorations in mass. But it’s not a religious celebration.”

      “Then what is it?” Sipping her cocoa, Heather pulled her knees up and listened attentively.

      Kaori reached over and picked her own mug back up, taking a pull off of it. “Fun? Celebration? I’m not really sure. We have Santa, and all of the traditional American holiday symbols. We decorate with garland, glittery ornaments, and all that you do here. But we don’t have the large family gatherings. Christmas Eve is bigger than Christmas, but even that is different. It is more like you celebrate Valentine’s Day here. Couples take walks to see all of the holiday decorations and go out to romantic dinners together. On Christmas Day, presents are exchanged between friends and family, and . . . Actually, you know what? It’s probably those things. My culture loves reasons to celebrate and give gifts to one another, and we love colors and being bold.”

      Heather let out a laugh. “Sounds flashy.”

      “Oh, it is,” Kaori agreed. “But what about you? You and your brother didn’t start out here. You’re from Scotland, correct? From a druid family? How did your family celebrate Christmas there?”

      “Yes.” It was Heather’s turn to set her mug down. “I could boast about how Christianity—and many other religions for that matter—got many of their symbols, stories, and basic foundations from the druid belief and culture, but I’ll refrain from preaching. I do find your country’s history so similar to ours, however. Yule and most Christian holidays and religious practices were not banned but discouraged starting back in the mid 1500s, and were officially prohibited in 1640. And like in Japan, people were arrested for practicing the holiday. But we do not allow it in Scotland to this day. We celebrate the solstice—or Midwinter. We also call it Alban Arthan.”

      “And how does one celebrate Midwinter?” Kaori asked, mirroring Heather’s enthusiasm.

      “Well, the purpose is to celebrate the day’s transition from being shorter to longer—going from the darkness to the light. Taking the shortest day of the year and thus, the longest night, we would do rituals and speak prayers of sorts in various ceremonies. Honoring the power of the darkness and welcoming the light. There’s such deep meaning and multiple aspects to it. Again, I could go on and on, but I’m sure you’ll learn if you stick around.”

      Kaori looked back out the window. “Did you both celebrate this year?”

      “Yes. Just before he left for the city.” She put a hand on Kaori’s shoulder. “So Christmas is just for fun in Japan?”

      “Yes. We have been learning some of the traditional holiday songs, but in Japan, we are quite fond of ‘Beethoven’s Symphony Number Nine,’ especially ‘Ode To Joy.’ It is played by various established orchestras from the Christmas holiday through New Year’s.” Her voice was weak.

      Heather looked at her curiously. “Beethoven’s? Why?”

      Picking at the hem of her blanket, Kaori’s eyebrows furrowed. “That story is actually sad in a way. In the war, there were thousands of German men held prisoner in Japan. Thankfully, our men gave them relatively good conditions, including various activities. The prisoners favored this song, and they would perform it. Then, when released, there was a large performance by some of the prisoners to celebrate their release. Since The Great War, many of those German men settled in Japanese cities, and over the last several years, we’ve grown to hear it enough and have performances by symphonies so much that it has becoming a tradition.”

      “That is fascinating. It is amazing how we prevail even through tough times, as long as we have things that speak to our soul.”

      Like a shot, Kaori sat up. “We do have this amazing Christmas cake that’s a tradition every year. Most bakeries are booked for weeks ahead in the cities, but small villages and families like mine learned to make them ourselves.”

      “Cake? Now you’re talkin’.” Heather perked up. “What kind?”

      Chuckling, Kaori smiled. “There’s at least two layers of a sponge cake. In between the layers are strawberries in a strawberry sauce. Then the whole thing is covered in frosting and decorated with things like trees and Santas and other Christmas style, edible decorations.”

      “That sounds delicious.” The sister jumped up and reached a hand out.

      Kaori looked at her, puzzled. “What?”

      “Come.” She shook her hand as if to urge Kaori to take it. “Let us go make one. Then you can present it to him when he gets here. It is, after all, Christmas Eve—the day for romance in your culture. Is it not? It would be a sweet and romantic gesture.”

      Kaori didn’t take the woman’s hand. “Oh, I could not make such a bold statement. I wouldn’t presume to think that he and I . . . I mean, to make him such a traditional dish, just for him, would say something, and I am not sure he’s—”

      “Nonsense,” Heather interrupted. “You and he are. He is. Now come. Let us make this delicious sounding cake.”

      “But strawberries are far out of season around here,” Kaori said.

      Heather lit up. “Then it is a good thing I have a few jars of them in the cellar. You start the cakes, and I will retrieve them.” She shook her hand again, looking at Kaori to take it.

      This time, Kaori did, allowing Heather to drag her into the kitchen. Once there, Heather set out gathering the ingredients Kaori would need, setting them down onto the counter along with mixing bowls, cooking pans, and utensils. She then scurried off into the cellar as Kaori began mixing the dry ingredients. Upon Heather’s return, Kaori set her on the task of starting the oven.

      The two women shared more of their cultures and holiday traditions as they worked. Batter was mixed, pans were filled, the fire was stoked, and the frosting was sweetened. All the while, both women would steal glances out the front window, hoping to catch the glimpse of a man coming up the driveway. They continued to chat and watch for signs of him after the baking was done and set out to cool.

      “I think these are cool enough.” Heather was testing the temperature of the cakes. “Shall we?”

      Kaori had wandered into the archway that separated the kitchen and the living room. With her arms crossed, she was leaning against the wood trim, her attention back on the undisturbed snow that blanketed the front yard and roadway.

      Heather came up behind her and hugged her shoulders. “I’m worried, too. But worrying ourselves into fits will not get this cake decorated before he comes home and makes us feel like fools. Come. Help me put this thing together.”

      Kaori patted Heather’s hand. “Yes. Of course.”

      With the sweetened, jarred strawberries spooned on and the second layer in place, Kaori stirred the frosting before handing it over to Heather. “Go ahead and coat the layers in this while I start making the decorations.”

      Happily, Heather did as instructed. And with the last swipe of the knife as it smoothed the outer edge, she set the bowl and utensil down only to find Kaori painstakingly designing a few holly leaves and berries. “What? How?”

      Kaori’s eyes came up. “What?”

      “That.” The awed woman pointed after wiping her hands clean. “It looks so real!”

      Kaori finished the design and placed the decorations on the top of the cake. “I learned not long ago while working with a woman in Nikko, a little town north of Tokyo. She made cakes and other desserts for the royal families, and I thought it would be fun to study with her.” She giggled. “I even got to sample marshmallows once again.”

      “Oh? Just as simple as that?” Heather tossed her hands in the air mockingly. “I think learning a trade that many take a lifetime to master . . . just for fun . . . would be enjoyable? Just a simple decision like that, huh?”

      Kaori shrugged. “Yes, I suppose so.”

      Heather pulled a clump of the substance Kaori had been using and worked it like taffy. “Don’t get me wrong—you’re a fine seamstress. You make some of the most gorgeous articles I’ve seen. But this? Why aren’t you making confections?”

      “Because I doubt a seamstress and baker combination would work in the eye of the public.” Kaori giggled. “Besides, as many gifts as I have, I cannot duplicate myself as of yet. And both can take up plenty of my time.”

      “Ah. Yes. That is a mighty fine point,” Heather agreed. “It is a shame, though. People would pay a lot of money for this level of craftsmanship.”

      “Thank you.” Kaori smiled, a sense of pride on her expression. “If you are ever in need of a cake—maybe a wedding cake? I shall make it for you.”

      Heather swooned. “I am holding you to that.”

      A knock sounded on the front door, and Kaori dropped her towel. “Thank goodness. He’s home.”

      “Why would he knock?” Heather followed behind, through the living room.

      Kaori stopped and spun around. “Do you practice killing people’s hopes? Or is it natural for you?”

      Heather chuckled. “It comes natural.”

      Kaori held her breath as she turned the doorknob and swung it open.

      “Emiko.” Her tone was flat, and her shoulders slumped.

      “Merry Christmas Eve to you as well.” Emiko came in, dusting the snow off as she entered.

      “Hello, Emiko. It is nice to see you, as always.” Heather offered a hug.

      Welcoming the gesture, Emiko replied, “And you, Heather. I take it he’s not back yet?”

      “No,” she confirmed. “And Kaori is going to worry herself sick.”

      The three of them made their way to the kitchen, and Kaori pulled some glasses out of the cupboard. “Would either of you like something to drink? I can open a bottle of sake, if you prefer.”

      “Yes, please,” Heather replied.

      Emiko leaned onto the counter. “Yes, I would love some . . . Wait.” She gasped. “Is that a traditional Japanese Christmas cake?”

      Kaori looked over at the pastry dish and grinned at it. “Yes. Heather and I just made it.”

      Emiko pulled a knife out of a drawer and started for it. “Please tell me that you told her about our traditions and how silly our country is with all the decorating and celebrations. Just thinking about it makes me a little homesick.”

      Heather reached over just before Emiko could cut into the layers and slapped her hand, her voice stern. “Yes, she did. And no, you cannot have some. She is giving this to him when he gets back as a gift on Christmas Eve since it is a romantic day, and it will be a romantic gesture to share that tradition with him.” She gave Emiko a scolding look.

      “We will see. But for now, we just need to figure out where he is. I am beyond worried.” Kaori was pacing the room. “Maybe I will just transform and go looking for him.

      “Go looking for him? Are you insane?” Heather crossed the room and gripped her shoulders. “There is no way you are going out there! Especially not alone, and neither of us are stupid enough to do something so dangerous!”

      “Why not? If it is safe enough for him to be just fine, why is it not safe enough for me to go scout for him? It is not like we did not have even worse snow storms in Japan!” Kaori argued.

      Emiko shrugged. “That is true, but still . . .”

      Kaori pulled away from Heather. “But still nothing. If he is out there stuck or hurt or—”

      “But he is not. I am sure I would feel it. You would feel it. But we do not.” Heather ran her hands through her hair.

      Flopping into one of the chairs at the table, Kaori dropped her head into her hands. “I feel nothing.”

      “What?” Heather sounded frustrated.

      “Nothing.” Kaori looked up. “I feel nothing from him. I cannot feel him at all.”

      The three women stood, silent. All exchanging glances at each other. All three wearing the same expression of concern and fear.

      Heather was the first to speak. “I don’t, either.”

      “Me, either,” Emiko confirmed.

      “See? We all have the ability to sense those we’ve connected with. Emiko and I because of our kitsune gifts. But you, Heather, because of your connection as brother and sister and being druid. So, one of us should sense him!” Kaori stood. She walked to the back of the house and started grabbing her heavy winter gear. “And not feeling anything is a lot more than concerning.”

      “I do not disagree with that.” Heather pulled her socks up before slipping her feet into her snow boots.

      “Then you agree? There is something to be worried about?” Kaori wrung her hands.

      Heather wrapped her scarf around her neck, her shoulders dropping. “I do not want to say yes. But . . . I just don’t know. I don’t know if I am feeling your panic, or if I am finally feeling something I was ignoring until now. But maybe we should all go look for him.”

      “All right.” Emiko followed suit by pulling her hair up and tucking it into her knitted cap. “Where do we start? If we know what path he took, then we know where to start looking for him.”

      “You could try the living room.” A man’s voice came from the archway separating the kitchen and the living room.

      Kaori dropped her second boot and closed the gap between them. “You are here! And you are safe! You had me worried half to death! You had us worried!”

      He stumbled back as she tripped into him, unbalanced by only having one boot on. Chuckling, he caught her. “Why were you worried? It is just a little snow.”

      She slapped his shoulder. “You were gone hours longer than I expected, and . . .” Tears fell from her eyes, and her voice caught in her throat.

      Heather, stripping off her winter gear, came into the kitchen. “We could not sense you. None of us could.”

      “Granted, I do not know you all that well, but that is true.” Emiko picked up the unopened bottle of sake and read the label.

      He brushed hair out from in front of Kaori’s face and smiled. “No. You would not have since I put up a block.”

      She looked up at him. “A block? Why would you block me from feeling you? Us from feeling you?”

      He glanced at the other two women before plunging his hand into a pocket. “Because I did not just go into the city for the supplies. I also went for something else, and I did not want you picking up on it.”

      Her eyebrows pulled in. “Should we worry?”

      Laughing, he brushed her hair back once more, letting his hand rest against her cheek for a moment. “No, mo ghaol. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Heather had backed up and, once again, slapped Emiko’s hand. “Put the sake down. We are leaving.”

      “Leaving? But we didn’t get to . . .”

      Heather tugged on Emiko. “He went to the city for more than just supplies, he said. And his hand is in his pocket. And look at how he is looking at her. We need to leave and give them privacy.”

      “But the cake. I was so looking forward to having some of the cake,” Emiko protested as they grabbed their coats and boots.

      “I will make you one if you just leave with me and let them be.” Heather yanked Emiko’s hat down further onto her head and pulled her out the back door.

      He slid his hand down Kaori’s arm and took her hand in his. “I was doing some research, and I understand that, in your country, Christmas Eve is a romantic holiday for your people, when couples spend time together and maybe make some gestures of love and give gifts? Is that correct?”

      She exhaled. “Yes.”

      He pulled his hand out of his pocket and held up a small box. “Kaori Ishida, would you do me the great honor of marrying me?”

      Kaori’s jaw dropped open, but words did not come out. She just stood there for a long moment, staring at him, refusing to look into his hand.

      He cleared his throat. “Kaori?”

      She didn’t respond.

      His posture dropped, as did his hand. “I apologize. I did not mean to . . .”

      She broke her daze and whipped around, stalking straight for the counter, grabbing the cake and almost stomping as she swiftly came back in front of him, holding it out, her words coming out quickly. “I made you this. It is a traditional Christmas cake, and your sister helped me make it. I did the decorations. I learned several years ago in a small town by a very talented woman. And I am glad I did so I had the talent to present this to you since I felt that making such a traditional dish for someone means something deep. I hope you will accept it.” She stood, holding the cake out, shoulders back, eyes wide.

      “Okay . . .” He pocketed the small box and took the cake. “It is beautiful.”

      “Yes,” she stated.

      “Yes.”

      “No. Yes,” she repeated.

      “Yes. It is. And it looks delicious.”

      She closed her eyes tightly and shook her head. Reopening them, she looked into his. “I mean, yes.”

      “Oh!” He scrambled, setting the cake down carefully on the nearby table. His hand caught on the fabric of his coat as he worked to pull the box back out. “Yes?”

      “Yes.” The corners of her mouth turned up.

      Gently, he pulled the ring out. Taking her hand, he slipped it onto her finger. “It belonged to my mother. I went into town to have it cleaned and the stones secured, hoping you would wear it.”

      Kaori fanned her fingers out, turning her hand slightly back and forth, letting the light catch the gemstones. “It is stunning.” She turned her head up to look at him. “I will never take it off.”

      The clock started chiming, sounding the cords to signify midnight—a distant sound that didn’t seem to penetrate the bubble the two lovers had formed around them. Their eyes locked, and he placed both hands on either side of her face and leaned in. His lips connected with hers, softly at first but growing in passion as both pulled the other in.

      Pulling apart, she leaned her forehead against his. “Watashi wa, anato o aishtiemasu.”

      “Mo gaol ort,” he returned the sentiment.

      She bounced with happiness. “I’m starting to love Christmas and am looking forward to making our own traditions.”

      “Yes. But I cannot propose every year,” he teased and picked the cake back up, taking a swipe of the frosting and eating it. “But you can make me one of these every year?”

      She laughed. “Now that I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Discover who “he” is and learn more about these characters in the upcoming Legends of Havenwood Falls novella by Colleen Nye, releasing May 2019!
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        About the Author

      

      

      Colleen Nye lives to write in many forms - novels, short stories, content, press releases and more. A proud Detroit, Michigan based author, she draws from her upbringing in a small town, her adult life in the city and her many travels to add variety to her stories. When she’s not writing, she formats other authors’ books, designs covers and is a corporate merchandiser and secret shopper. Shhhh... don’t blow her cover!
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            Kieflies Day

          

          By Toni Lesatz

        

      

    

    
      The joyful hum of Christmas carols drifted through the air of the Barnes’ house on a crisp December afternoon, as it did every year on Kieflies Day. Michael Barnes kicked up his sock-clad feet while simultaneously pulling the lever on the side of the couch that released the padded foot rest, then opened his laptop in front of him. Since he was a self-employed graphic designer, not even the holidays could halt his deadlines. With only two days until Christmas Eve, he needed to be sure his work was done so he could spend some quality time with his daughter, Eve.

      There was always something exciting going on in Havenwood Falls during the holidays. Just the other day, he’d heard rumors flying around that the wedding of the year was happening on the ski slopes this Christmas Eve. He hadn’t had time to confirm the chatter. He’d been too busy ingesting copious amounts of coffee at Broastful Brew while working on a new design. He hoped it was true, though. That would be quite a sight to see, even from afar.

      Michael kept one eye on his computer screen and the other on Eve and her best friend, Hattie, as they mixed cookie dough on the island countertop that divided the kitchen and living room. Anyone could Google a recipe for Kieflies, but they wouldn’t find this one. The recipe they followed was passed down through generations to each young lady in his family. It was a tradition that Michael’s family would never let perish. With Eve’s mom gone for almost two decades now, and no family in Havenwood Falls, Michael knew it was important to stay connected to his relatives.

      Eve would normally have the help of aunts and cousins, but they couldn’t make the trip until the day after Christmas this year, and she wanted to prove she could manage the task on her own. Kieflies required a lot of work and determination, nothing as simple as whipping up a batch of chocolate chip cookies, but those flaky purses of sugared pastry stuffed with finely chopped, sweetened walnuts were absolutely worth it.

      “Need a taste tester yet?” Michael called to the girls over the top of his computer screen. His mouth salivated at the thought of the warm treats.

      “We don’t even have the first batch in the oven yet, Dad!” Eve replied, laughing and shaking her head at his request. He knew she understood his eagerness. Kieflies were only prepared once a year, so they were a real delicacy. He was also certain she missed the company of her family. This day normally meant their home was flooded with cackling laughter and merriment as the women poked fun at one another’s baking skills, and it was an arduous task without them.

      “You sure you don’t want my help?” Michael asked, fully aware that his question would put her on the defensive, but he also felt bad that she was practically going it alone.

      “Uh, no, Dad, we’d like the cookies to be edible.” Her red apron with twigs of holly was splattered with flour, making it look like a winter storm. She blew a heavy breath upward to force the stray hairs away from her face as she rolled out more dough on the countertop.

      “Are you sure?” Hattie whispered to Eve. “It’s a lot harder with just us.” She swiped at her forehead with the back of her hand and let out an exhausted huff.

      Eve shot her best friend a look that could’ve melted the snow-covered mountain peaks outside.

      “We’ve barely started and you’re already complaining?”

      Hattie put her sugar-covered hands up defensively and backed away, then went back to stuffing and rolling the dough before placing each cookie on the parchment-lined baking sheet. She knew Eve was joking, the same way she would with her aunts, but Hattie wasn’t a fan of hard labor, or being the sole recipient of her jabs. Eve might have looked cool on the outside, but it was obvious she was trying too hard to make it seem like any other Kieflies Day.

      “I just thought a little backup couldn’t hurt. We still have to hose ourselves off and get dressed for the Cold Moon Ball.” Hattie gestured at the stunning, sapphire gown that hung from the top of the pantry door. She’d picked it up from Callie’s Consignments on her way over that morning, which caused her to arrive late (a mortal sin in Eve’s eyes) since the shop wasn’t open until ten.

      “We’ve got loads of time!” Eve waved dismissively. “We’re only making one batch this year, not six.”

      “Thank God for that,” Hattie mumbled under her breath, the short blond tresses of her pixie cut tangled with sugar and flour. “That’s still a lot of cookies, though.”

      Hattie had been an honorary member of the Barnes family on Kieflies Day for nearly a decade. With a full clan at the helm, the fruits of their labor yielded well over a thousand cookies, each batch producing one hundred ninety-two. It would take the two of them more than a full day to manage that on their own.

      Michael laughed at the girls’ banter under his breath as he combed his fingers through his messy brown hair, then gave his full attention back to his work. He was as human as the next guy. Well, maybe not the next guy in a place like Havenwood Falls. His daughter, on the other hand, had less than a year until her eighteenth birthday, and he was worried more frequently now about that impending date, and about what she might become.

      “Ouch!” Hattie screeched as she pulled the first baking sheet out of the oven. She plopped the tray down on the counter and began blowing cool air on her wrist. Luckily, every cookie remained safe and sound on the tray.

      “Everything okay out there?” Michael asked.

      “Yep, my arm touched the oven rack—as usual. Why am I always the one on oven duty?” Hattie pouted, her bottom lip pushed out for added effect.

      “Um, let me think. Oh, yes, I remember now . . . ’cause I don’t trust your dough-rolling skills.” Eve snort-giggled as she sprinkled more flour on the counter. “It has to be thin, but sturdy enough to hold the filling. Unfortunately, you haven’t quite mastered that.”

      “You’re such a cookie snob!” Hattie retorted, flicking a dried glob of sugary-sweet walnuts off her finger in the direction of her best friend. Eve stopped what she was doing and turned, pointing a finger at Hattie.

      “Correction! I’m a Kieflies snob, and don’t you forget it.”

      “Not likely. You remind me every year.”

      The sound of laughter erupted once again from the bright, sunflower-yellow kitchen and filled the entire house. Michael was happy to see the girls having so much fun. He thought it would be a day filled with teenage tantrums and sharp bickering, but they were handling the pressure well.

      Michael was pleasantly surprised to look up from his work moments later to see Eve holding a small platter of cookies in front of him. He smiled brightly, slid one off the plate, and placed it directly under his nose to inhale the satisfying aroma that, to him, signified the official beginning of Christmas. He’d never admit it to Eve, but he expected less than stellar results without his family there. He was glad he hadn’t vocalized his concerns; these cookies were nothing short of the Barnes women’s standards—perfectly shaped with a hint of golden brown on the outside. He bit the cookie in half and closed his eyes as he savored every last morsel of the delectable treat, taking notice of the perfectly sweetened filling.

      “Well done, Evie!” Michael’s blue eyes shone with approval. “Your aunts will be so proud of you when they see these.”

      “If there are any left by the time they arrive,” Eve said, chuckling.

      Hattie cleared her throat loudly from the kitchen.

      “You too, Hattie!” he added, peering around his daughter’s tiny frame to see Hattie looking completely offended, hands perched on her hips and her eyebrows raised. Her facial expression quickly shifted from scorned to triumphant, though, and a huge grin stretched from one side of her face to the other.

      Eve’s face beamed with pride at her father’s praise.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      Michael was amazed by how much she looked like her mother, with her long chestnut hair and bright hazel eyes. To look at her was bittersweet.

      Eve was proud of what she and Hattie accomplished, but they still had a lot of work ahead of them. She set the small white plate on the round end table next to the couch and headed back to the kitchen where she found Hattie sampling the goods as well. Hattie stopped chewing immediately.

      “What?” she asked, looking only slightly guilty. “I get paid in cookies; that’s the deal.” The girls busted out laughing before continuing on with their work.

      Hours had passed before Eve reached into one of the lower cupboards to pull out several small, holiday themed cookie tins and set them on the counter behind her next to the sink. One of their favorite things to do was deliver the coveted treats to some of the shop owners in town the following day. At the top of their list was Frank and Maggie Hopkins at Burger Bar and Willow Fairchild at Coffee Haven, their two favorite hangouts. Normally there’d be a much longer list, but since they didn’t make as many cookies this year, she hoped the others would understand.

      A knock on the front door startled Michael, causing him to drop the last cookie left on the plate.

      “Oh no, cookie down!”

      “Five second rule, Mr. Barnes,” Hattie suggested. “Want me to get the door?”

      “No, no,” he said, setting his laptop off to the side. “You just keep baking those cookies. I’ve got it.”

      Michael pulled the curtain away from the window to the right of the front door to see Rose Howe standing on the porch with a small, colorful gift bag in hand. The sight of her set his heart aflutter. She was bundled up in a thick winter coat and hat, barely recognizable with all the gear piled on, but she was stunning nonetheless. Her red locks flowed out from under a knit hat and blew in the cold mountain breeze. He pulled the door open with a smile.

      “Hello, Rose. How are you today?”

      “I’m well, Michael, thank you.” Her smile rivaled the brilliance of the snow-covered landscape. “We finished that item you ordered from Ruby and—”

      “Ah, yes, thank you!” Michael interrupted, purposely raising his voice to cover hers. He took the bag from Rose’s hand with a grateful smile and quickly stashed it behind a box on the top shelf of the coat closet.

      “Who is it?” Eve shouted from the kitchen.

      “It’s Rose Howe,” Michael answered, still facing Rose, one hand on the door and one arm extended in invitation. “She must’ve known it was Kieflies Day,” he continued, winking at Rose.

      “Oh, right,” Rose whispered, tapping her snow-covered boots off on the porch before entering the house. “Sorry about that.” She placed her hand over her mouth, as if silently admonishing herself for being so careless.

      Rose rounded the corner to find Eve and Hattie in the kitchen, which was completely shrouded in flour and sugar.

      “Wow, you girls have quite the operation going on in here,” Rose said, admiring their two-person production line. Eve looked up and smiled at the red-headed woman who ran Howe’s Herbal Shoppe in town. She wasn’t especially tall but still towered over Eve. Most people did.

      “Hi, Rose,”

      “You here to help?” Hattie joked, but secretly hoped she’d stay and pitch in.

      “I wish I could, but I’ve got to get back to the shop.”

      “What brings you by today?” Eve asked, genuinely curious. She could tell her dad had the hots for Rose—what man in his right mind wouldn’t—and wondered if Rose had the same feelings. What other reason would she have for being there?

      “Oh, um, I had to drop off a few custom orders in the area so I thought I’d stop by to say hello.”

      Michael let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, grateful that Rose was able to think fast on her feet.

      “Can we interest you in a cookie before you go?” Michael offered, wearing an awkward smile.

      “I’d never turn down a gourmet cookie.” She pointed to a silver platter at one end of the counter. “One of these?”

      “Take any one you’d like,” Hattie replied, leaning against the counter, happy for the break.

      “Beautiful dress!” Rose noticed the sapphire number hanging nearby. “You girls going to the ball tonight?”

      Eve nodded, but continued working. The dough couldn’t sit idle for long without becoming stiff and nearly impossible to work with.

      “We are!” Hattie replied, her face alight with enthusiasm. She loved going to all the events in town. Any opportunity to dress up, and potentially get into trouble, was a worthy cause in her book. “Will Scarlet be there?”

      “Of course, all three of us will.”

      “Awesome! Tell her we’ll catch up with her later.”

      “I certainly will.” Rose flashed a warm smile. “What about you, Michael? Will you be attending the ball this year?”

      Michael desperately wanted to say he would, and cursed himself for taking on a new client so close to the holidays, especially one so demanding and indecisive.

      “I wish,” he said, nervously running his fingers through his hair. “I’ve got a deadline to meet, though.”

      “Well, you’ll certainly be missed.” The corners of her mouth turned down in a slight frown. “I should be heading back to the shop, but thanks so much for the cookie. What are they called again?”

      “Key-fleas,” Eve replied, pronouncing the name phonetically. Most people hadn’t heard of them and found the nomenclature difficult to remember.

      “European, right?’

      Eve smiled, impressed by how cultured she was.

      “Yes, ma’am. Polish.”

      Rose nodded, pleased with herself, then cocked her head to the side in confusion.

      “But you’re not Polish.”

      “Yeah, that’s always been a mystery.” Eve shrugged, then laughed. She’d always wondered the same thing, but to that day had not gotten a straight answer.

      Rose shifted on her heels and forced a strange little laugh.

      “Well, okay then. You girls have a nice afternoon. We’ll see you tonight.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Michael offered, following her to the door.

      Eve couldn’t make out their muffled conversation. She wondered what they had to whisper about. Something about her visit seemed odd. Rose Howe didn’t just stop by for no good reason. She was a woman with purpose.

      “I can’t make any promises this magic will work,” Rose began, careful to keep her voice low. “This is a unique situation, as you well know, but with the deal your wife made and now this, I’m feeling quite optimistic about keeping Eve’s powers subdued.”

      “Thanks, Rose. I can’t even tell you how grateful I am for your family’s assistance with this matter.”

      Rose waved her hand dismissively.

      “Of course! It takes a village, and there’s none greater than the one right here in Havenwood Falls.” Rose’s face turned serious then. She placed her right hand on his left shoulder to drive the point home. “That’s why you moved here. Keep that in mind going forward.”

      Michael nodded and waved goodbye as Rose turned and stepped off the porch.

      “Last two trays in the oven!” Eve announced gleefully from the kitchen.

      “Can we never ever do this alone again?” Hattie pleaded, her fingers tightly intertwined with her hands folded together.

      “Oh, stop, it wasn’t that bad.”

      “Says you!” Hattie’s voice cracked, the pitch was so high. “Now hurry and get cleaned up. I’ll keep an eye on the last batch.”

      “You mean you’ll sit and eat cookies while I get ready for the ball,” Eve said, pointedly.

      “Um, hello, paid in cookies, remember?”

      Eve couldn’t help laughing at her. She turned to wash the residue from her hands, then swiped at her phone screen. “Yikes, I guess it is getting late. All right, I’ll go shower, but you have to sweep the floor.”

      “And eat cookies.” Hattie waggled her eyebrows playfully. Eve rolled her eyes and threw her hands up, feigning defeat as she walked up the stairs.

      Hattie grabbed the broom from beside the refrigerator, pretending to work, then stopped and listened carefully until she was sure the bathroom door had closed and the shower water was on.

      “Can I see the necklace?”

      Michael walked to the closet near the front door to retrieve the bag, then took it around the corner into the kitchen where there were multiple hiding places should Eve happen to come back down. He pulled a perfectly square, burgundy velvet box out of the bag and set it on the counter, then lifted the top to reveal the special item he’d ordered from Rose’s mother, Ruby. She was a funny old coot who liked to ramble on about their magical practices from time to time, but most of the humans in town brushed it off, assuming she’d lost her marbles. Michael wasn’t too worried.

      “Wow!” Hattie’s auburn eyes lit up as she admired the small, shimmering talisman that rested at the end of a delicate silver chain. “They say a unicorn talisman protects against the enemy’s plan and keeps the wearer safe from evil. It’s pretty, I’ll give you that, but how will it stop her from becoming . . . you know . . . what she’s destined to be. The powers she’s meant to inherit aren’t evil, you know.”

      Michael nodded as she spoke. He understood her concerns because he shared them.

      “This unicorn is spelled with a powerful blend of magic specifically designed to suppress her powers, if that’s possible. I don’t completely understand it, to be honest. According to Rose, it’s like a two birds, one stone, double whammy kind of thing. I hope she’s right.”

      Hattie pressed the charm between her fingers and closed her eyes. She felt the magic radiating from the talisman, so energetic the skin on her fingers vibrated in response, but she couldn’t see anything beyond that.

      “Uh, yeah . . . that’s one potent piece of bling right there.”

      “Did you see anything? Will it work?” Michael wrung his hands together nervously, desperate for answers. He needed to find a solution that would keep his daughter safe, and preferably human. But she wasn’t human. It was only a mask she wore, fabricated by a darkness that terrified him. He was willing to live with that fear so long as Eve’s powers remained locked beneath the surface.

      “Sorry.” Hattie shrugged. “I tried but I can’t see past the magic.” She returned the necklace to the box and handed it back to Michael when the water turned off upstairs. “I should get these cookies out of the oven and clean up the kitchen before she comes down.”

      He nodded, knowing he had to let go of his worries for the time. He was uncertain about what the future would bring, yet still hopeful that the witch’s magic would hold, and that the deal that had been made all those years ago would be honored. Hope was all he had. He wished Katherine was still alive. He missed his wife, even after all these years, especially around the holidays.

      Later that evening, Michael wiped down the counters for a third time, still unable to get all the sugar cleaned up, while the girls finished getting ready. He stacked five Christmas tins, now filled with Kieflies, on the counter next to the stove. As he cleaned, he let his thoughts wander, trying to imagine what the Cold Moon Ball would be like the following year. He couldn’t picture what life would be like if Eve came into her powers. He prayed the next Kieflies Day would be as uneventful as the one they’d just had, only with more family around.
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        * * *

      

      Watch for Eve’s story by Toni Lesatz in the Havenwood Falls High series, coming Fall 2019.
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            The Visitor

          

          By Daniele Lanzarotta

        

      

    

    
      Note: You may want to read Avenoir (A Havenwood Falls High Novella) before reading this story to avoid spoilers.
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        * * *

      

      I hear my mom’s laughter next to me as we watch some lame Christmas movie on TV. We’re both wearing our pajamas and sipping on hot chocolate, while surrounded by Christmas decorations—more so than previous years. Mom is really into the Christmas spirit this year, I guess. This is the last thing I expected to be doing tonight. I expected tonight to be different . . . to feel different. This is the one-year anniversary from the night I went missing from the Cold Moon Ball. In a way, I’m thankful that my parents and Jace are the only ones who seem to remember that. As I picked up on people’s memories these past few days, all I saw was excitement about this year’s Cold Moon Ball. Joe Greg was one of them. I saw him yesterday, and I seemed to have gotten lost in his memories longer than others. He was thinking about Infiniti non-stop. He’s so in love with her it makes me sick . . . or maybe it’s jealousy, because I miss being that way with Jace.

      I get so lost in my own thoughts, I don’t even realize mom is staring at me.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, looking concerned. I notice then that she has paused the movie.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “I’m sorry you’re missing the ball tonight,” she says in a sad tone.

      I put my hot chocolate down and look at her. I feel empty of any kind of emotion, but I know the me from before would’ve given her a hug and said whatever she needed to make her feel better. I don’t pick up on Mom’s memories often, but when I do—I know she’s sad. I know she becomes consumed with anxiety whenever she thinks about letting me go places other than school.

      So, I hug her. “I understand, Mom. Especially tonight.”

      She takes a deep breath. “It’s just that . . . I keep having these dreams.”

      I pull away and look into her eyes.

      “What dreams?” I ask.

      “It’s probably silly . . . and definitely weird. I mean . . .” She gives me a nervous laugh. “We don’t know anyone named Zane, do we? I don’t think we do, but he just looks so familiar.”

      I freeze in place. “Mom, what are you talking about?”

      She shakes her head. “In these dreams, a young man named Zane warns me to keep you safe. Heidi, I know I can’t keep you home all the time. I understand that. But every time I think about you going to a party, or something like that, I just get this horrible gut feeling.”

      Zane . . . I sit here and listen to everything she says, and I get consumed by one of the few emotions I can still feel—anger.

      “When was the last time you had one of those dreams?” I ask.

      “Last night,” she says. “In fact, I kept waking up, going back to sleep, and having the same dream. It was the weirdest thing.”

      I smile at her. “It’s been a long day. I know it’s early, but how about we go to bed and finish the movie tomorrow? You have to wake up early to pick up dad from the airport anyway.”

      She smiles back at me. “Sounds like a good idea.” She reaches for my cup on the table, and I stop her. “I’ll take care of it, Mom. Just get some rest.”

      She sighs and stands up. “Thanks, honey. I love you.”

      “Love you, too. Goodnight.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment I’m done with the dishes, I rush to my room. I contemplate whether I should go alone or with Jace. I decide that taking him is the safest option. People talk, and if I go alone, it increases the chances of town gossip and something possibly getting to my mom. Although if someone says anything, I’ll just tell her they must have mistaken me for someone else . . . or I’ll go to Ani Rukska once again and beg her to make a spell so Mom will forget it.

      I send Jace a text.

      Me: Going to the ball. I’ll meet you at your house in a few. Be ready. Oh, and don’t tell your parents that I’m going with you.

      Jace: Heidi

      Me: Jace

      I reply back, before I lock my phone and throw it on my bed.

      I step out of my room long enough to take a peek at Mom. She’s already passed out. I go back to my room, rush to my closet, and grab a long black dress that I wore to homecoming once before. I put it on with my boots, knowing no one will be able to see what shoes I’m wearing. I stuff pillows under my blanket so it looks like I’m sleeping, just in case, then I quietly go down the stairs and out of the house.

      The moment I step outside, I welcome the cold air. I walk a block down to Jace’s house. He’s standing against the Camaro, with his head tilted down. He’s wearing black pants, a T-shirt, and a black coat. The exact same as that night, except for the shirt. I stand still and watch him, until he looks up at me. I can’t pick up on his memories anymore, thanks to Ani’s spell to block them from me. It’s just too bad she refused to block everyone else’s. Either way, I can tell exactly what’s on his mind. I know he thinks this is a horrible idea, but he’d never let me go alone.

      He opens the car door for me without saying a word. He also doesn’t say a word on the way there. But in a way, I don’t mind. I just look through the window at the Christmas decorations, and from time to time, I can’t help but to look at the rooftops, hoping that I’ll see Zane, just watching from the distance.

      When we get to the Mills mansion, Jace is still quiet. He puts the car in park, but keeps it running. I know this is not like him—he’s not just unhappy about being here. He’s mad. I shake my head. Maybe he’ll finally break up with me, like I thought he would a year ago today.

      “You look beautiful,” he finally says. “Just like you did that night.”

      “Jace, I—” I start to say, but he cuts me off.

      “I don’t understand why you want to be here tonight, Heidi. All day today, I tried to escape from thinking about the mistakes I made that night. Yet, here we are.”

      “You didn’t have to come,” I say, and I notice he’s holding back tears.

      “Didn’t I, though?” he snaps. He then takes a deep breath and softens his tone. “Heidi, how would that be any different than me letting you walk away that night before you disappeared?”

      “That wasn’t your fault,” I tell him.

      “But my actions could’ve prevented it.”

      I look down. I hadn’t realized how unfair it was to ask him to come with me. Hell. I didn’t even ask him. I told him we’re coming and that was it.

      “I’m sorry, Jace. I don’t know why I wanted to come here,” I lie and say the first thing I think of that would make sense for him. “Things are not the same since I came back, and I wondered if maybe being here tonight will in a way help me get closure—get past what happened.”

      He reaches for my hand and intertwines our fingers. “I’m sorry, Heidi. I wasn’t thinking like that. I just thought it was insane you wanted to come here tonight, but it makes sense now.” He pauses. He looks at the mansion and then back at me. “Ready?”

      I nod.
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        * * *

      

      Stepping into the ballroom makes me feel like I’ve been sucker punched. My eyes go straight to the large skylight on the ceiling, and my mind goes to the night when Zane and I lay down on the floor, under the skylight.

      I feel Jace’s hand slip into mine. He leans in.

      “Your hand is freezing,” he says.

      “I-I need a minute to myself,” I tell him. I turn around and rush to the double doors leading to the backyard. I step outside, stop, and lean against the wall, next to the doors. There are a few people around. Just like that night.

      Jace follows me outside, takes his jacket off, and hands it to me.

      “I’ll be inside if you need me,” he says.

      I nod a thank you and put the jacket on. I then sit on the ground and lean my head back for a bit, before leaning forward as I check on my phone.

      Minutes later, I’m staring at a pair of really, really expensive heels. The woman with a beautiful long white gown, long dark hair, and dark skin, moves to sit next to me. I’m shocked that she actually sat on the cold ground.

      “Beautiful night, huh?” she asks.

      I nod. “Sorry. Do I know you?”

      She shakes her head. “But I know you.”

      I tilt my head to the side, giving her a puzzled look.

      “You need to stop looking for him wherever you go,” she says.

      “Who are you?”

      She grins. “I’m someone who is helping Zane. Even though I shouldn’t.”

      Jealousy. One of the other few emotions I can feel. And I can’t pick up on any of her memories.

      “How are you helping him?” I ask.

      She smiles. “By making sure you’re safe—for one thing. People can’t know what you’re capable of, Heidi. You’re not trying to hide it too well.”

      I don’t care what people know, I think to myself.

      “So he’s really gone,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “He comes and goes.”

      “Are you like him?” I ask, and she nods. I chuckle. “Maybe not exactly like him. At least you answer my questions.”

      She laughs.

      “Why should I stop looking? And where is he now?”

      She sighs. “He’s usually looking for the one who hurt you. And you should stop looking because it makes things worse for him. He wanted to give you your human life back, and he’s making sure he doesn’t intervene any longer.”

      “Why does he keep coming back then?” I ask.

      “You don’t know the answer to that?” she asks sarcastically.

      I stand up, and so does she. I look through the doors and find Jace watching Joe and Infiniti, who have just entered. We probably look like the stalker couple longing for the things we used to have—how we used to be.

      “It’s too late, isn’t it?” she asks.

      I give her a confused look. “Too late for what?” I ask.

      “For you to have your life back.”

      “Ha. You could say that,” I say, still looking toward Jace. Then I look back at her. “Do you see him? Do you talk to him?” I ask, and she nods.

      I clench my fists inside the coat. I don’t mean to. She seems nice, but I can’t control how I feel.

      “Will you tell him that I need to talk to him?” I ask, and she hesitates. “There’s something wrong with me,” I admit. It can’t be normal to only feel emotions like anger and jealousy.

      “He knows,” she says, as if she knows exactly what I’m talking about. And then she continues, “That’s one of the reasons he keeps coming back. Even though you don’t see him, you’re different when he’s around. I was the first to notice that. You’re more like yourself.”

      I stand here, confused and waiting for her to say more.

      “Something went wrong when he brought you back,” she continues.

      I gasp. “What?” I ask, terrified.

      She shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. It’s not like we bring people back from the dead on a regular basis.” She rolls her eyes. “In fact, he would be in a world of trouble if others weren’t covering this mess for him.”

      My eyes widen as I listen. “Whatever darkness is inside you now is not as bad when he’s around. When it gets bad, I call on him to come.”

      By now, my fingernails are digging into my skin.

      “Well, then maybe it’s time for you to tell him that he needs to be here. And that he owes it to me. Tell him to meet me at the library tonight.”

      I don’t give her a chance to give me excuses. I turn around and go back inside. I walk past Jace. I know he’ll see me and follow, so I go straight toward his car.

      “Heidi!” he yells as he tries to catch up. When he does, I’m already at the front of the mansion. He grabs my wrist.

      “Heidi, look at me,” he says, and I turn around. There are tears running down my face. Mostly out of anger.

      “What’s going on? Who were you talking to?”

      I take a deep breath. “Just someone who was helping me talk through some things.”

      “Okay. So why are you so upset?”

      I pull him into a hug, and his arms go around me.

      “What is it, Heidi?”

      I pull away and wipe the tears with the back of my hand.

      “Jace, I think we need to take a break.”

      He doesn’t say no. He doesn’t even look surprised, but he reaches for my hand.

      “Just a break, right?” he finally asks, but I don’t know the answer to that.

      “You don’t seem surprised,” I say.

      He sighs. “I don’t know how to get us back to how we used to be, Heidi. I know we can. I just don’t know how to. Maybe taking a break will help.”

      I pull him into another hug, feeling relieved. I may not know how I feel, but I think I still know the difference between right and wrong, and Jace deserves someone who is all in.

      We get in the car, and he puts it in drive, then he stops and looks at me.

      “You’re going to sneak off to the library after I take you home, aren’t you?” I look at him in shock. “Come on. I know that is where you go to clear your head. I can drop you off, if you really want to.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and nod.

      “Thank you,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, I’m breaking into the library. Jace asked if I wanted him to wait, but I refused.

      I go the second floor, where Zane and I used to spend so much time together. The only light in the room comes from the moon. I walk around, looking at the many titles and wondering what he has been reading lately. I chuckle when I remember the sight of him reading a romance novel.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” At the sound of his raspy voice, I quickly turn around. The one moment when I want to be angry—and I can’t. I get lost in his green eyes. He stands where he is. He’s wearing jeans, shirt, and combat boots—the same look as before. I stay where I am, too, even though I want to be closer.

      “You left me,” I say. I practically roll my eyes as soon as I say it. I sound needy, and I hate it.

      “I brought you back so you could have the life you’re supposed to,” he says in a cold tone.

      I shrug. “Things change. Who knows, maybe my real destiny was to have a life with a cranky angel.”

      I can tell that almost makes him smile. He lowers his head and runs his fingers through his hair, and when he looks at me again, I can see a hint of a grin.

      “I’m just here to fix whatever went wrong, Heidi. Just be happy you get your happily ever after with Jace.”

      “We’re not together,” I tell him, and his eyes widen.

      “I hope you didn’t do it for me. I can’t, Heidi. We can’t—”

      I move closer then. He looks almost afraid of what could happen, but he stays where he is. I stop when I’m inches away.

      “I know you feel the same,” I tell him.

      “It doesn’t change anything,” he says.

      I reach for his hand, and the moment we touch, by the look in his eyes, I can tell he feels what I do right now. Within a matter of seconds, his arms go around my waist. He turns us around, pinning me against the bookshelf, and kisses me. My hand goes to the back of his neck, and the kiss deepens.

      “Heidi.” I hear my name in a tone that could crush any soul.

      Zane and I pull away from one another.

      “Jace,” I whisper.

      “I should go,” says Zane. He looks terrified. I reach for his hand, but quickly let go once I see the look of hurt in Jace’s eyes. He looks from me to Zane. And I wonder how he can even see Zane.

      Zane walks away, and I stand here, frozen.

      “I saw someone on the roof,” says Jace, getting my attention back to him. “I thought it was odd. I was going to wait outside, but then he disappeared. I wanted to check on you to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Jace, I—”

      “Is he the reason?” Jace asks.

      I look away, but I assume in me doing that, he has his answer.

      “How long have you been in love with him?” he asks.

      I look into his eyes. It’s as if he can read my mind as I wonder how he can tell.

      “I can tell. You used to look at me like that,” he says, before he turns around and leaves.

      I can feel the tears run down my face as I watch him walk away. I stand here, in the middle of the empty library, for who knows how long.

      After a while, I make my way to the window and stare at the Christmas decorations down the street. I see Jace’s car still there. Knowing him, even after everything, he’s waiting until I leave so he can follow me home to make sure I’m okay. For some reason, I can picture Zane on the roof, doing the same. Hopefully without Jace being able to see him this time.

      For the first time in months, I realize I’m feeling many emotions at once, and not all bad. I feel sad that it’s over between Jace and me, but I know that was the right thing. I feel worry that he’ll turn to Elsie Brooks now that it is over, and most of all, I feel hope, knowing that Zane hasn’t left for good, and that I’ll see him again soon.
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        * * *

      

      If you haven’t already, read Heidi’s story in Avenoir (A Havenwood Falls High Novella) by Daniele Lanzarotta, available now, and its continuation, Blurred Lines, coming Spring 2019.
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            Finding Peace

          

          By E.J. Fechenda

        

      

    

    
      Note: This is sort of an epilogue to the story Fata Morgana (A Havenwood Falls High Novel) that we highly recommend you read before reading this.
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        * * *

      

      Less than a month has passed since I was last home, but in that time Havenwood Falls has been transformed into a winter wonderland. It happens every year, but it took me going away for school to appreciate the festiveness. Everyone in my dorm at Colorado College had been too focused on finals and making plans for winter break to decorate.

      With my face pressed up against the window of the shuttle, my breath fogs the glass. Tiny ice crystals form on the other side, revealing just how cold it is outside. All of the street lamps are wrapped with snow dusted garland, and giant red bows sit right below the lights. A few students linger out front of the high school. One couple is locked in an embrace hot enough to melt the snow they’re standing on, and I sigh at the memory of when my ex-boyfriend, Cole Silver, kissed me for the first time in front of the school, not far from where these two students stand.

      The shuttle crawls through the intersection and moves beneath a banner that stretches across Main Street, announcing the Cold Moon Ball is on December 22nd. The sidewalks are clear, all of the snow pushed to the sides in drifts that will be huge before the end of the season. I reach for my purple Thinsulate coat that’s on the empty seat beside me and slip it on as the shuttle slows to a stop out front of City Hall. Stepping off the bus, the cold slaps me in the face, and I inhale sharply. The crisp mountain air burns the back of my throat, and my eyes tear up. It’s good to be home.

      The shuttle driver, an older woman with black, wiry hair and a prominent hook nose, hands me my bags, and with my backpack secure on my shoulder, I carry the large duffle with a gloved hand. I quickly cross Stuart Street and cut through Town Square Park. The water fountain in the middle is partly frozen, the ice a glacial blue. The gazebo is decorated with garland and bows. A few kids run around, using it as a barricade as they lob snowballs at each other.

      I recognize my brother Dalton by his white blond hair. He has yet to see me, so I set my bag down and scoop up a handful of snow. I aim and throw, successfully smacking him in the back with my snowball. He turns around, a surprised look on his face at the sneak attack, but when he sees me, he runs over.

      It’s my turn to be surprised when he gives me a hug. That’s when I notice he’s grown. He’s been taller than me for over a year, which isn’t much of a feat since I’m barely five foot two, but the fact that he’s grown so much in the three weeks since I saw him last, combined with his public display of affection, makes my throat unexpectedly tight with emotion.

      “Hey, Pais, I’m glad you’re home.” His voice cracks when he says this.

      “Me, too. Can I tear you away from your friends for hot chocolate at Coffee Haven? My treat.”

      “Make it a peppermint mocha and I’m in.” He bends down and picks up my bag.

      “Since when did you start drinking coffee?”

      He shrugs, and one of his friends who overheard my question shouts, “Since Roxy started working there!”

      Dalton’s fair skin can’t hide the blush that stains his cheeks a deeper red than they already were from the cold.

      “Roxy, huh?” I tease and nudge him with my elbow. He doesn’t say anything, but his cheeks burn brighter. Apparently, Dalton developed a crush while I was gone. Poor guy.

      We walk side by side to the edge of town square and cross Main Street where businesses are bustling with holiday shoppers and tourists. Shelf Indulgence, the bookstore next to Coffee Haven, has the most amazing window display. Snowflakes and snowmen in a dazzling array of blues, whites, and silver fill the front window. Christmas trees of various sizes glisten with icicles, and a sign, front and center, says: Some people are worth melting for.

      Steam covers the front window of Coffee Haven, which is framed with white lights. The outdoor seating area is empty, the chairs and tables in storage for winter. Dalton opens the door for me, and the chime above signals our entrance. The sweet scent of cinnamon greets me when I step inside, and my stomach immediately rumbles. There’s a line at the counter where Harlow Augustine is busy taking orders. A young girl with sandy blond hair is behind the counter with her.

      Harlow glances over, and she smiles and waves when she sees me. I make my way to the end of the line while Dalton finds us a table. Usually Coffee Haven is closed by now, but in December the hours are extended on Thursday and Friday until 7:00 pm to accommodate holiday shoppers. I know the hours well since I used to work here.

      Dalton finds me in line, and while I’m busy looking at the paintings on the wall, wondering who the local artist is, Dalton’s gaze is fixed on the girl behind the counter.

      I lean over toward him and whisper, “Is that Roxy?”

      It’s a soft whisper, but apparently not soft enough, as the girl’s head whips up, and her honey colored eyes lock on mine.

      “Paisley,” Dalton groans and shakes his head. He has a shaggy cut, and this movement causes his hair to flop over his eyes. He hides behind it like a curtain. My lips twitch with amusement, but I remain quiet so I don’t risk embarrassing my brother further.

      Finally, we’re next in line, and I’m eyeballing the remaining two blueberry scones in the case. There are maple walnut scones and raspberry bars, but the blueberry scones are the best and my favorite. As I’m eyeing them and fantasizing about how glorious they’re going to taste, a hand reaches into the case, and the blueberry scones disappear. Scowling, I turn to look at the people in front of me as they receive their treats.

      “Relax, Paisley, I have you covered,” Harlow says and holds up a plate containing two scones. “I pulled these aside when you came in. Our inventory was running low, and I know how much you love ’em.”

      Fortunately, there is no one in line behind us, so I take a few minutes to catch up with Harlow, one of my friend’s sister, while Roxy makes our peppermint mochas. Dalton is transfixed on the girl, who seems to be actively ignoring him.

      “How’s school?” she asks.

      “Good. Busy. I’m ready for a few weeks off. How are things with you? Still seeing that hottie?”

      Harlow grins and flips her long, black hair over her shoulder. “Ryker? Yeah, I am. He’s amazing!” she gushes. “My grandmother is pitching a fit over it, but it’s my life, so . . .”

      “Because he’s a shifter?” I ask quietly, making sure no one is standing too close to hear. Well, except Roxy hears me over the hiss of steam from the espresso machine. I notice her giving me the side eye.

      “No, because he’s a biker and doesn’t have any family. I’m an Augustine and need to remember that,” Harlow mimics her grandmother’s inflection perfectly, and I snort.

      The Augustines are one of the founding families of Havenwood Falls, and many original members or descendants of these families possess elitist attitudes about their standing in the town. Most of the founding families own grand mansions in Havenwood Heights. I thought for sure the fact that Ryker is a lion shifter and Harlow is a witch would be more of an issue. I experienced similar discrimination when I dated Cole. My family and some friends expressed concern over me being a Seelie fae and Cole being Unseelie. How I wish I’d listened to them.

      “So, what about you? You mentioned you were seeing someone when you were home for Thanksgiving.”

      I nod and can’t help but smile. “Orson is great. He went home to California for break.”

      We’re interrupted when the door opens, and a familiar voice screams my name. “Paisley! You’re home!”

      A flash of red hair catapults toward me, and I’m engulfed in a hug. My best friend, Makenna, whom I hadn’t had a chance to text yet, is literally vibrating with excitement. I laugh and hug her back. My eyes widen with surprise when I see whom she came with. My cousin, Garrett, stands behind her. He’s wearing a black beanie over his blond hair, and his cheeks are ruddy from the cold.

      “Hey, cuz,” he says and then moves around us to place an order for two. I raise my eyebrow at Makenna, and she gives me a tentative smile.

      “Uh, yeah, so we’ve been hanging out at school.” I can tell by the way they look at each other they’ve been doing more than hanging out. Garrett is two years older than me, and his mom is my dad’s sister. He goes to Colorado State University in Fort Collins and comes home once a month like me so we don’t lose our memories.

      Havenwood Falls is protected by magic. Powerful wards surround the town. Measures put in place over a hundred years ago keep both the supernatural and human residents safe. Every supernatural resident has a tattoo reinforced by witchcraft that enables us to leave town for up to twenty-eight days. Spend longer than a moon’s cycle outside of the wards and your memory is wiped clean of time spent in Havenwood Falls, and good luck finding your way back. Only once during this past semester did I cut too close to returning, and my memories started to grow hazy.

      Roxy arrives at the counter with the peppermint mochas, and Dalton rushes forward, eager to take them off her hands, practically knocking one of the cups over. This causes him to blush to the tips of his ears.

      “Sit with us?” I ask Makenna, gesturing to the table where Dalton had left my bag. She and Garrett agree, and I tell Harlow I’ll finish catching up with her later. As I am getting ready to head to the table, Harlow calls me back.

      “Paisley, I thought you should know. Chase was in yesterday, and I overheard him talking to Willow about Cole.” She pauses and sucks her bottom lip into her mouth.

      I can’t help but notice my heartbeat picks up at the mention of Cole’s name. It’s been over a year since I saw him last, and I’m still not completely over him. His hold on me was strong. My cousin, Willow, is married to Chase, who serves as a diplomatic liaison between Faerie and Havenwood Falls. Chase basically arrested Cole and brought him to Faerie over a year ago. He hasn’t been seen since.

      “What about Cole?”

      “He’s back.”

      I barely hear the plate breaking over the roaring in my head as it hits the floor, scattering my scones into granola size pieces.

      Next thing I know, I’m on the floor and looking up into deep blue eyes framed by dark lashes and a handsome face. Nicholas Jordan, one of the local EMTs, lifts my left arm and secures a blood pressure cuff around my upper arm.

      “What’s going on?” I try to sit up, but Nicholas presses a hand against my shoulder to keep me still.

      “You blacked out. I’m checking your vitals and making sure you didn’t hit your head, before you even think about moving. Got it?”

      Reluctantly and with a heavy sigh, I comply. “I feel fine, by the way. I think I just forgot to breathe.”

      He shakes his head and places the stethoscope in his ears. I lay still as he checks my vitals although I know I’m fine. My ability to heal others starts with the ability to heal myself. I’m practically impervious to injury and illness. Well, except for lemon and iron. All fae are sensitive to those things. And Cole. Cole was able to hurt me.

      Nicholas frowns and moves the stethoscope over my heart.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Your heart is racing. I don’t know if it’s tachycardia. Have you felt this before?”

      “I’m fine. I just thought of something that gives me anxiety.” I really thought I was over Cole—out of sight out of mind, I guess—but knowing he’s back in town . . . the idea of running into him has me all out of sorts. “Nicholas, I’m fine. Trust me. I’m like my dad in that way.”

      I raise my eyebrow, hoping he catches on. I’ve created quite the scene, and a crowd has gathered around. The other supes know what I am, and they know what Nicholas is, so that’s not an issue. The humans have no idea supernatural creatures exist, let alone are their neighbors. My dad is a doctor at the medical center so Nicholas knows him. My dad is a healer, and when he can get away with it, he’ll use his power to heal patients magically. I’ve inherited this ability.

      “Of course,” Nicholas says and removes the stethoscope from his ears. He starts packing up his bag. “I have to keep up appearances,” he whispers before he stands up from where he was kneeling beside me. “Nothing to see here, folks. She’s fine. Low blood sugar is all. Apparently, she didn’t get her scone in time.”

      He smiles at the crowd and winks. Several of the women sigh and chuckle along with him. Yeah, he’s a charmer.

      “Are you really okay?” Dalton kneels down beside me. His face is void of color, making his turquoise eyes seem impossibly bright. True fae eyes, like my violet ones. “I was so worried.”

      His voice cracks, and this time it’s not because of puberty, but because he’s barely keeping it together. That’s when I realize my near-death experience last year left a mark on my little brother. Sure, we annoy one another and tease each other mercilessly, but we love each other, too. Seeing me collapse the way I did just now must have served as a trigger and brought back some traumatizing memories. Something I’ve been learning about at school in my psychology classes.

      “Help me up.” I slide my hand in his, and he hesitates before pulling me to my feet. I run a hand through my short hair and dust off my backside to dislodge any crumbs. Makenna pulls me into a fierce hug.

      “What the hell happened?” she asks.

      “I’ll explain later.” My answer is muffled by her massive amount of red hair.

      “Ya okay, cuz?” Garrett is standing off to the side, taking it all in. He’s always been like that, a quiet observer.

      “I’m good.”

      The crowd disperses, and people go back to their tables. Harlow is busy making a coffee for Nicholas when my dad bursts into the shop.

      “Oh, thank goodness!” He pulls me into a hug and crushes me against his chest. He’s still wearing his white lab coat and didn’t bother putting on a jacket. His hands are cold, and the chill seeps in through my sweater. He releases me and takes a step back. With his hands on my upper arms, he surveys me from head to toe.

      Nicholas joins us, a to-go cup of coffee in his hands. Steam escapes through the hole in the lid.

      “She checks out?” my dad asks him.

      “Yes, an anxiety attack, but she’s fine now.”

      My dad lets out a deep breath and visibly relaxes, his shoulders softening and his jaw less tense. “Thank you, Jordan.”

      He claps Nicholas on the back and walks him out. I see them through the window talking. The ambulance is parked in front the of the alley that separates Coffee Haven and Callie’s Consignments.

      “Here,” the girl, Roxy, hands me a plate with a raspberry bar. “It’s not a blueberry scone, but still delicious.”

      As I take the plate from her, I notice faint scarring on her neck, like she’s been burned. The puckered skin is partially hidden by her hair and shirt, but still visible. She looks at me knowingly. She understands pain, and while my scars aren’t visible, she can see them.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” my mom asks.

      She’s hovering over me. I’m laying on the sofa in our living room underneath a thick wool blanket. A fire is roaring in the fireplace. An all-white Christmas tree, decorated with a million lights and silver ribbon, glows in the corner. The silver star on top is so close to the ceiling, it could poke a hole in it. Dalton sits across from me in one of the high back chairs. His feet are propped on an ottoman, and he’s playing a game on his phone. He hasn’t left my side since we got home. My mom hasn’t either. My dad had to go back to the medical center to see one last patient, then he would be home. He gave me strict doctor’s orders to lay low for the evening.

      Honestly, it’s a little overbearing. I’m used to having my own space at school and doing what I want. Plus, I’m fine, and they don’t need to make such a fuss.

      My phone starts buzzing in my jeans pocket, and I pull it out to see that Orson is Facetiming me. Realizing I didn’t let him know I had arrived safely, I quickly answer. Shoving the blanket aside, I get up off the sofa and go upstairs to my room for some privacy.

      “Hey, did you make it home?” Orson asks. He has a Dodgers baseball cap on that leaves his eyes in shadows, and a layer of stubble lines his jawline.

      “I did. Did you?”

      “Yeah. Well, we’re on the way home from LAX.”

      I kick back on my bed and chat with him for a while. He moves his phone so I can see the palm trees they’re driving by.

      “So have you thought about Paris?” he asks, and I immediately tense up.

      “I have, but I still need more time.”

      “What’s there to think about? Paris for the summer. Think of all the museums. I know how much you love art.”

      Orson is spending the summer semester abroad as part of his international law program, and he wants me to go with him. It’s tempting. I’d love to go, but I would only be able to stay for three weeks, then I’d have to return to Havenwood Falls before my memory is affected. Orson is human, and he has no idea that I’m not. I can’t explain to him why I can’t stay for the entire summer, and fae by nature are unable to lie, so making up an excuse is challenging.

      “I’ll talk it over with my parents, okay?”

      That seems to appease him, and we say goodbye, promising to stay in touch over break.

      His face disappears from my screen, and I drop my phone on my chest and just stare at my ceiling as guilt worms its way through my conscience. Not being able to be tell Orson who I really am has been eating at me. He thinks that I dye my hair a different color every time I come home. It’s the only time I can adjust my glamour. Right now, I have blue highlights in my otherwise white blond pixie cut. Tomorrow, for the Cold Moon Ball, I plan on changing the color to red. Without my glamour, pointy ears and narrower features reveal my true fae nature. A face Orson is never allowed to see. In my heart and in my gut, I know our relationship is doomed.

      There’s a knock on my door before it opens, and my mom peeks her head in. “Hey, sweetie, are you hungry? Your dad brought home Napoli’s for dinner.”

      “Did he get garlic knots?” I ask, sitting up.

      “Of course.”

      “I am in!”

      I bounce out of bed and cross my room. My mom opens the door wider, and we step into the hallway together. We start walking toward the stairs, but she stops me at the top.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear Orson talking about Paris . . .” Ugh! Stupid fae super-hearing strikes again. I wince because I’m not ready to have this conversation. “Your father and I want you to see the world, Paisley. I know we’re limited in how much time we can spend away, but you’re a little young to be running off to Paris with a boyfriend you haven’t been dating very long. I also realize you’re eighteen now, and we can’t stop you from going, if this is what you really want to do?”

      “I hear you, and I am planning on telling Orson no. I just don’t know how to tell him. It’s not like I can say I’m a faerie and my hometown is warded by magic that will result in me losing my memories if I’m away for longer than twenty-eight days. He’ll think I’m nuts if I tell him the truth.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s not easy.” We start to descend the stairs. “Do you love him?” she asks cautiously. I think about it. I thought I had been in love with Cole, but that was more of an addiction and not healthy.

      “If I did love Orson, wouldn’t I be doing anything and everything to be with him?”

      “Yes. I know I’d do anything for your father, you, and your brother.”

      “Then I don’t love him.” Coming to that realization is like a weight lifting off my chest.

      My mom gives me a smile and squeezes my hand before we enter the kitchen. Two pizza boxes and a box of garlic knots are spread out on the island. Dalton is already stuffing his face, and I grab a plate, piling garlic knots on top of a slice of pepperoni pizza.

      My mom doesn’t bring up Paris or Orson, for which I am relieved, and my dad seems satisfied that I’m not going to faint again. We talk about the Cold Moon Ball. Since Dalton is a freshman, he’ll be attending. We talk about our plans for the next day. Dad has to work, and mom will be busy at her shop. She’s co-owner of Fairy Tale Florists, and they provide the flowers for the ball every year. My dress is hanging in the closet, all pressed and ready to go. I’ll be heading to Callie’s Consignments the next day with Makenna to find her a dress. Dalton has a half day of school, and we all agree to meet at Burger Bar for a quick family lunch.

      Once Dalton is in his room for the night playing Fortnite with his friends, I join my parents in the TV room. This is a cozy space at the back of the house that has a pellet stove and windows that wrap around two walls. These windows overlook the backyard. A large sectional with extra throw pillows takes up the center of the room.

      I curl up at the end of the sofa closest to the woodstove and hug a pillow to my chest. My mom is watching a Hallmark holiday movie, and my dad has his laptop. I can see X-rays on his screen.

      “Can I ask you guys something?”

      “Sure, sweetie, what’s that?” My mom leans forward and picks up her glass of Stone Falls wine that’s on the rustic wood coffee table.

      “Did you know Cole is back?”

      My parents look at each other first before my dad answers. “We did. We found out last night, and we were going to tell you, but Harlow beat us to it.”

      I cross my legs and lean forward. “Why is he back? I thought he was supposed to be gone forever.”

      At least, that’s the last thing I had heard from Chase. Cole and his parents were going to be in Faerie indefinitely. Cole was deemed too dangerous to be around humans. The toxin his skin secretes is an ultra-addictive poison to human women. I didn’t know that, before we started dating, he was responsible for two girls’ deaths.

      “He wasn’t, but his aunt and uncle had some valuable information that they traded to the Seelie Queen in exchange for his release. There’s a civil war in Faerie between the Seelie and Unseelie. Chase says the information will give the Seelie an advantage.”

      I knew about the war. My cousin, Julianna Fairchild, told me a few months ago. Her dad is on the Seelie Court, and she called me one night in tears from being overwhelmed with worry. Being on Earth and in a completely different realm, the war hadn’t directly affected us, but little tendrils were making their way into Havenwood Falls.

      “I want you to promise us, if you see Cole around town, just walk away. Don’t get close to him. I know how he draws you in, and you’re vulnerable to it.” My dad’s voice has taken on a pleading tone, and his sharp blue eyes are focused on mine.

      “I promise.” I yawn and set the pillow to the side before standing up. “I’m exhausted. See you in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Friday came and went in a blur of shopping and eating. Saturday morning, I wake up to my phone buzzing. I roll over underneath a mountain of covers and unplug it from where it’s been charging on my bedside table. I have six unread texts.

      Makenna: T and I are coming over. Wake up.

      Taylor: I’m bringing coffee.

      Makenna: Are you awake?

      Makenna: …

      Five minutes later.

      Makenna: …

      Holy faeries, she’s way too awake. I look at the time and I can’t believe it’s after ten already. I hadn’t slept that hard in a long time.

      Me: I’m awake . . . barely. T, Mak is cut off from any more coffee. =P

      We are going to the Cold Moon Ball together without any dates and have plans to spend the day styling each other’s hair and doing make-up. We can easily use glamours and be ready in under five minutes, but that is so lame. The bonding and catching up is what we are looking forward to. I quickly take a shower, and as I am reaching for my towel, the doorbell chimes. Moments later, I hear footsteps on the stairs and my friends’ voices growing louder.

      I slip into my plushy robe and leave the bathroom. A billow of steam follows me out into the hallway. Makenna and Taylor are in my room. Taylor is hanging her dress in the closet, and Makenna is unloading a suitcase full of cosmetics and hair supplies. She lays everything out onto my vanity until I can’t see any open surface.

      “Harlow and Makenna told me you fainted at Coffee Haven yesterday?” Taylor says. “Oh, and Irene Beckett and Biddie Half-Moon were talking about it this morning when I went by to pick up lattes. Hopefully something exciting happens at the ball tonight, otherwise those old ladies will be talking about you.”

      “Oh, I’m sure something will happen tonight. You bring all of the supes together and add in alcohol, shit will go down. Remember last year it was when Heidi Bennet went missing?” Makenna asks, and I grow quiet. It was this time last year that I almost died.

      Sensing my change in mood, Mak links her pinky with mine. “What’s going on in that head of yours, P?” she asks.

      I grab a bottle of black nail polish and sit down on the floor. “I learned something interesting about Cole last night.”

      I fill Taylor and Mak in on what my parents told me. Mak had been just as shocked as I was when she found out Cole is back in town, but she’s not surprised it has something to do with the war in Faerie.

      “My mom might have some displaced fae come to stay at the house. I don’t know the details but apparently a mother and her son are being targeted by the Unseelie. Elsmed Fairchild thinks Havenwood Falls can offer them protection.”

      I pause painting my toe nails to listen to Mak. It figures Elsmed is involved. Being that he’s the fae representative on the Court, and like older than dinosaurs.

      “All I know is that I overheard my grandmother talking to my dad about someone they call the Collector. This person or thing is, like, suspected in having something to do with the war in Faerie as well,” Taylor chimes in. Her grandmother is Mathilde Augustine, a powerful witch in the Luna Coven and also a member of the Court.

      “The Collector?” I say. “Never heard that name before.”

      Taylor pulls her long, black hair into a ponytail and secures it with an elastic hair tie she had on her wrist. “While you and Mak have been away at school, there have been some whispers about him. Especially since Harper Sinclair has been missing since Thanksgiving.”

      “I wonder what he wants?” I ask out loud.

      “Magical objects, creatures, power, leverage? All of the above? Who knows, they’re all secretive about it, but I can tell my grandmother is worried. She’s been, like, up my butt and Harlow’s about honing our magic to use defensively.”

      I recall the mining museum that Cole’s family runs and the various historical artifacts. Do they collect more than mining history? Perhaps that’s the information his aunt and uncle traded in order for Cole and his parents to be released.

      I shake my head, angry at how my thoughts seem to be consumed by Cole. It isn’t healthy. We had a toxic, co-dependent relationship with a supernatural twist. My psychology classes have been money well spent. Better than therapy. I also learned this semester that I didn’t have closure, and that’s keeping me from really moving on.

      I force all thoughts of Cole from my mind and focus on my friends. The rest of the afternoon flies by, and before I know it, my mom is back from the Mills mansion where she and my aunt Reagan have been setting up all the floral arrangements for the ball. Lawrence Mills, another member of the Court, always hosts the Cold Moon Ball at his mansion in Havenwood Heights. My mom peeks her head in my room, which looks like a bomb went off backstage at a fashion show.

      “Girls, we’ll be leaving in an hour,” she says before ducking back out and closing the door behind her.

      It’s a frenzy from that point on. We carefully help each other dress so that our hair and makeup don’t get messed up. Taylor is wearing a gorgeous emerald green cocktail dress with a gold brocade corset-style top. The dress flares at the waist and stops above her knees. Her usual height of five foot four is boosted three inches by black stiletto heels.

      When we went shopping at Callie’s Consignments yesterday, Mak found a vintage, simple black silk evening gown. The material pools around her feet like a puddle of ink. Her auburn hair spills down her back, covering an expanse of exposed skin. Her heels are higher than Taylor’s and are a deep red that matches her lipstick.

      I’m the last to get dressed. Taylor and Mak are on each side of me, and they lift the dress over my head. I feed my arms through the straps of the crimson velvet gown and then adjust myself so I don’t have a wardrobe malfunction like Janet Jackson. There is very little to the top of my dress, which has a deep “V” in the front, revealing some cleavage. I’ll be lucky if my dad doesn’t lock me in the house. I, too, wear heels, and even with them on, the hem of my gown brushes the floor. I adjust my glamour so the red highlights in my hair are an exact match to the dress. Dramatic smoky eyeshadow and mascara make my eyes look like amethysts.

      I admire my friends. We’ve been out of high school less than a year, but I can already see the difference. We’re no longer girls playing dress up, but women ready to discover the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the feast at the Annex, horse drawn wagons pull up out front to transport guests to the Mills mansion for the ball. The night is cold and clear, the sun long set, giving away to stars as far as I can see. Thankful for the black velvet shawl I brought, I wrap it tight around my exposed arms. We pass through town. All of the businesses around the square are lit up and decorated for the season. The wagon continues on Eighth Street, past City Hall and the fire station. The horse’s hooves echo throughout the quiet neighborhood.

      I’ve been to the mansion before, but the grand stone gates with giant dragon statues never cease to blow my mind. It truly is a mansion and dwarfs my parents’ house in Creekwood Estates, which is a shack in comparison. We climb down from the wagon, my dad assisting as we navigate our heels and gowns. Stepping inside the wide front doorway is like stepping into another world.

      My mom and aunt outdid themselves with the floral arrangements. In the center of the entryway is a large round table, and on top, the first thing you see when you walk in the door, is a giant arrangement of white irises, lilies, snowflake mums, and pale blue orchids. There are flowers everywhere, all white and blue with silver ornaments and ribbon as adornments. I walk past the table and enter the ballroom. Mak and Taylor follow me in.

      People are swaying to music, while others are eating or drinking. Tables line the walls of the ballroom and are piled high with hors d’ouevres and desserts even though we literally just feasted for two hours straight. A flash of purple catches my eye in the doorway, and I turn to see a girl wearing a gorgeous purple gown—it seems to move like liquid as she weaves through the crowd—following Joe Greg, who was a year behind me at Havenwood Falls High and on the football team. Glancing down, I see they’re holding hands. The crowd soon swallows them, and I turn to talk to Makenna, but she’s no longer standing next to me. I spot her in a corner looking cozy with Garrett. Taylor has disappeared, too. I scan the room and find her with her dad and grandmother. I wander off in search of a bathroom. After getting turned around in a maze of hallways, I find one.

      When I step back out into the dimly lit hallway, I freeze. Cole is leaning against the wall across from me. I look around for help, but there is no one else in sight. The music and voices from the party are faint. I didn’t realize how far I had wandered away.

      Cole looks just as hot as always. His thick dark hair is stylishly unruly, his eyes a piercing wintergreen. He’s wearing a charcoal gray long sleeve dress shirt that hugs his broad shoulders and chest. I try to swallow past the lump in my throat and fail. Each inhale seems to tighten my lungs and not expand them.

      “What do you want, Cole?” I manage to choke out.

      “I just want to talk to you, to explain.” He takes a step forward with his hand reaching toward me. “Please?”

      I flinch and step backward, fearing his touch. I remember too clearly the trauma of withdrawals as my body fought to force his toxin out.

      “Holy Faeries, you shouldn’t be here!” I hiss and contemplate locking myself in the bathroom to wait until he leaves.

      He lowers his arm and takes a step back so he’s leaning against the wall again. He places his hands in the pockets of his black dress pants. Assuming a non-threatening position, but I’m still wary.

      I cross my arms over my chest and tilt my chin. “Fine. Explain. You have two minutes.”

      He sighs and runs a hand through his hair, making it stick up even more. He purses his full lips before speaking.

      “I had forgotten everything about Havenwood Falls. My family here, you, us. I realize now that the memory spell is responsible. I always carried the guilt with me about the girl I poisoned in Colorado Springs, and it’s only been compounded since my memories are returning. Yesterday, memories of you came rushing back. I never meant to hurt you, Paisley. I thought you were immune. I thought you were the one.” His voice cracks, and his eyes shimmer with tears.

      Part of being fae is that it’s impossible to lie. I know Cole’s confession is sincere. He didn’t deliberately cause me harm.

      He pushes away from the wall. “I’ll leave you alone now. I just needed to see that you’re okay and to tell you I’m sorry.” He pauses. “You look really good.”

      I blush and glance down at my dress to hide the fact that his compliment has affected me. As he’s walking away, I call after him.

      “Are you going to stay in Havenwood Falls? Aren’t you considered dangerous?”

      Cole stops and turns around. He unbuttons his shirt sleeve, rolling it up to reveal a metal band around his wrist. “It’s made from a special ore found only in Faerie, and it neutralizes the toxin. As long as I have this on, I’m safe. I won’t be staying here, though.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “I’m going back to Faerie. I never swore an oath to the Unseelie King, and while I’ve been there, I’ve seen horrible things the Unseelie have done. Their cruelty knows no bounds. I may have been in a work camp and basically a slave for the Seelie Court this past year, but they didn’t torture me. They didn’t flay my skin or burn me until my body couldn’t heal, leaving me a disfigured mess. I filed a petition with the Seelie Queen to pledge my fealty to her and the Seelie Court.”

      “You can do that?” I ask and take the few steps to close the distance between us. We start walking down the hallway together. The thick carpet mutes our footsteps, but the noise from the ball grows louder.

      “It doesn’t happen often, but it’s been done.”

      “If your petition is approved then what will you do?”

      “Do what I can to stop the war. There’s a fae I met, she’s passionate about finding a peaceful resolution. I want to help her.” I watch Cole’s face light up as he talks about this woman and their desire for peace. “You know, having my memories of you return reinforced my decision.”

      We turn a corner and then another until we reach the ballroom. We stay in the entryway, and I know my family and friends will flip out if they see me with Cole. Fortunately, no one has spotted us yet. We only have a few moments left.

      I turn to face him. “How is that?”

      “Because you’re Seelie and you saw past me being Unseelie. You accepted me. It won’t be easy but I think there’s a chance relations between our two kinds can improve.”

      “I agree. We get so hung up on labels and species. We can all coexist. I’m glad you found me, Cole. I accept your apology and I wish you luck.”

      He grins and leans forward to give me a hug. I hesitate at first but then allow it. There isn’t anything intimate about our embrace. It’s more of an acceptance, a seal of my forgiveness. We’re now both free to move on.

      “Be well, Paisley,” Cole says when we separate.

      He shoves his hands in his pockets and steps into the room. Moments later, he disappears into the crowd, and my gut tells me this is probably the last time I’m going to see Cole. I’m not saddened by this. I had already written him off as part of my life, but knowing he didn’t intend to cause me harm has loosened something inside, and I think my forgiveness has done the same for him.

      “You be well too, Cole,” I whisper.

      My steps are lighter as I move across the ballroom to join Makenna and Taylor. I’m almost weightless, like an untethered balloon.

      So this is what closure feels like.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you still haven’t read it, discover Paisley and Cole’s story in Fata Morgana (A Havenwood Falls High Novella) by E.J. Fechenda. E.J. has also written Fate, Love & Loyalty (A Havenwood Falls Novella) and Fated Beginnings (A Legends of Havenwood Falls Novella), both available now. Her Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk novella about Harlow and Ryker releases April 2019.
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            The Mayor’s Roast Turkey

          

          By T.V. Hahn

        

      

    

    
      “BZZZT! BZZZT!”

      Teeny Weeny Tahini jumped two feet off the floor at the sudden vibration in her skirt pocket. The cell phone she carried nearly never alerted her. She primarily used it to contact the mayor, logged into her contacts as 9-1-1.

      She pulled the annoying device from her pocket and read the screen, informing her that the caller was none other than Barbie Stuart, the mayor of Havenwood Falls.

      “Barbie? What’s up?” Teeny responded to the call.

      “Siobhan! I’ve lost my dragon necklace! I need you to help me find it. I’m frantic!” replied the mayor’s voice on the other end of the line.

      “I’ll be right over. I’ll get Mat to round up the pixies. I’m sure they can help. Finding things, especially small things, is their specialty.” Teeny touched the End icon, replaced the phone in her pocket, and headed upstairs to the loft.

      Her nephew, Mat, had just flown in through the loft window from his night shift, and had not yet transformed into his human, hunky body.

      “Mat! Mat! I need you to find the Pixie Sisters and have them meet my at the mayor’s mansion, PDQ!” she announced as soon as he perched himself on the chest in the attic.

      He clicked, hooted, and nodded the eerie owl nod, similar to a bobble-head’s nod. Another couple of clicks and hoots and he crooked his head sideways, questioningly.

      “PDQ? It means Pretty Darn Quick! Now hurry, please!” his aunt insisted.

      Mat took back off through the attic window and into the bright morning sky that enveloped the box canyon town of Havenwood Falls.

      He found three of the Pixie Sisters chatting away with the elegant Cyllene, an Oriead and the soul of the slowly decaying bristlecone pine that had been struck by lightning over a decade ago.

      Mat landed, spreading his wings in a full outstretch, and the metamorphosis began. The feathers quickly retracted into the limbs that were now his arms, and became just the fine soft hairs of his skin, as his downy mantle changed into long waves of white and gold hair that hung just below his shoulders. As the tail feathers retracted, the trunk of his body enlarged. Human legs and feet replaced the strong legs and claws of the owl, now man.

      The pixies all giggled at the sight, but mostly at his nakedness.

      Mat covered his privates with his large, masculine hands, trying to ignore their silliness.

      “Siobhan needs you to meet her at the mayor’s mansion PDQ. I mean right away!” He didn’t have time to share his newly taught phrase to the three goofy fae before him. “Where’s Ushka?”

      Enya piped up first, the little tattle-tale. “She’s down at the Havenwood Saloon!”

      “This early?” Mat asked.

      The three imps began snickering and giggling and finally, Tierri said, “Just fruit juice. After all the Gushers she gobbled on Halloween, it’s her new drink of choice.”

      “I think she’s just flirting with Bent Brent,” Aeiri said coyly, batting her eyelashes in mock flirtation style.

      This set the three pixies into fits of laughter.

      “Enough! Go to the mayor’s mansion, I’ll go get Ushka and meet you there,” he ordered, and once again transformed into his owl-self and took flight.

      Mat returned to the loft first to convert to human form in order to dress appropriately before going to retrieve Ushka the Lush.
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        * * *

      

      Within the hour, Teeny Weeny, Mat, and all four Pixie Sisters were in the mayor’s kitchen, discussing the lost dragon necklace.

      The mayor had been cleaning out a humongous turkey, easily 75 pounds, which she lifted effortlessly, in preparation for her ThanksHanuMas Dinner. As mayor, she participated in all of the holiday events, and always had countless invitations for Thanksgiving, Hanukah, and Christmas dinners. But she herself loved to cook, so she always scheduled a ThanksHanuMas Dinner for her closest friends on a day that fell somewhere between the three grand holidays.

      “I had the necklace on this morning, otherwise there is no way I could’ve handled the bird. Sorry, Mat, the turkey, not you.” The mayor explained the events that occurred leading up to the loss of her favored pendant. “Addie and Tase were over earlier to assist me with a few things—and other confidential reasons.”

      Teeny figured this had something to do with the Collector and Harper Sinclair’s disappearance, which the Court had been so focused on recently. The mayor couldn’t exactly say much about it, though, with the current company in the room. Working with Rusty Higgins on the forest ranger crew, Mat had been part of the search team, but this was something the sisters—and most of the town—couldn’t know about.

      The mayor continued, “Then the new boy, Remy MacKinnon, came by to pick up an envelope I needed delivered. I feel bad for him and his twin sister, their whole young lives turned upside down by the loss of their parents. I think it hit him hard. He’s so reclusive. I thought if I gave him some tasks, it would give him a little pocket money and a chance to get to know Havenwood Falls and our townsfolk a little better. The cinnamon bears I hired to help keep house, after the Xaviers freed them, were here early this morning, but just finished up shortly before ten.

      “Right before they left, I went out to the backyard to fill the bird feeders and pinch a few herbs from the garden, then came back and finished cleaning out the turkey in the sink, and put it into the roaster.” She pointed to what had to be the world’s largest roasting pan on the face of the earth. Like the turkey, it could possibly be an entry in the Guinness Book of World Records. “That’s when I realized the necklace was gone! I must find it. Otherwise, I might not make it through the holidays.”

      “Why so flustered over a little mascot charm? Can’t you get another one from the school store?” Mat inquired.

      “This is no ordinary charm. It’s a charmed charm. Just so happens it fits in with the school mascot, but it is a family heirloom. It gets passed down to the direct female descendent on the maternal side of the family.” Barbie enlightened the entourage, and her worried expression turned to one of remorse, as she reflected on the fact, that as of today, she had no direct descendant to pass the now vanished heirloom. “It gives me my strength and keeps me from aging. Without it, I’m likely to be a wrinkled, ancient mess, laying on my deathbed before Christmas comes around!” The worried look returned with a vengeance.

      Teeny Weeny took charge at this point and gave everyone a chore. “Tierri, go out to the garden and dig around. See if Barbie lost the necklace while picking her herbs. Aeiri, you go and check all the bird feeders, trees, and nests in the back. Some birds like to pick up small shiny objects to decorate their nests. Ushka, I need you to go down the kitchen drain and see if by chance the necklace is in the trap.”

      Ushka nodded but replied, “I’ll try, but it’s dark down there. I’m not sure I will be able to see anything.”

      “Enya, go with Ushka and light her way,” Teeny ordered, then clapped her hands, and all four pixies took off gleefully to accomplish their assigned duties.

      Twenty minutes later, Tierri returned, covered in dirt, which delighted her on any other occasion, but the look on her tiny face indicated she was unfortunate in uncovering the treasured jewelry.

      Aeiri came in right behind her, an assortment of feathers stuck in her hair, which lazily floated to the floor when she shook her head forlornly, informing the group that she too was unlucky.

      Seconds later, Enya exploded out of the kitchen drain, with Ushka hanging on to her ankle, and dripping wet.

      “It’s not down there,” the sopping Ushka reported remorsefully. “Do you want me to go farther and check down to the sewers? I will!”

      “Me too!” cried Enya.

      “Me three” and “Me four” followed from Tierri and Ushka respectively.

      The mayor told the very enthusiastic pixies that it would not be necessary. She didn’t recall running the water, so it was doubtful it would have gone any farther than the trap, if indeed it had fallen down the drain at all. Anyway, she needed to carry on with her arrangements for the celebration.

      “Mat, I may need your help lifting the turkey into the oven. Do you mind?” She made an uncharacteristically timid request.

      “Not at all, mayor. It’ll be my pleasure. But please don’t ask me to have a bite.”

      Barbie let out a half-hearted laugh and said, “Of course not! I have a most delicious beef roast also, that I’m sure you will enjoy.”

      Teeny Weeny told the Pixie Sisters to get themselves cleaned up, then come back to help the mayor with her preparations. They all eagerly scampered off to complete their new assignments.

      With the pixies out of the way, the disappointment of not finding Barbie’s treasure hung even heavier in the air.

      Mat finally broke the silence and said, “Well, since it doesn’t seem to be around here, maybe we have to look at those who may have taken it.”

      “Taken it? You mean stolen? I can’t believe that!” the mayor retorted, but her brow furrowed in a manner that gave away the fact that she may have been thinking something along those lines all along.

      So the three of them recapped all the people who had been in the mansion before the precious piece went missing.

      Mat suggested that perhaps one of the cinnamon bears was desperate and thought he or she might be able to sell it. “Maybe like to buy a Christmas gift for one of their cubs?”

      “Those bears are totally honest. I can’t imagine a single one would actually steal even a spoonful of honey! They would humble themselves first to ask for help before doing anything immoral.”

      Mat’s aunt nodded in agreement, then pulled the mayor aside. “Barbie, you said Addie and Tase were here earlier. Tase has been running some odd errands for Roman Bishop, and you know there are those who think that Roman may be involved with the Collector.”

      “The necklace will be of absolutely no use to the Collector. Like I said, it’s an heirloom. Its spell only affects the female descendants of my family. To anyone else, like Mat, it is just a mascot bauble.”

      “Maybe the Collector doesn’t know that?”

      “I will be shocked and awed if the Collector doesn’t know what’s useful and what isn’t.”

      Siobhan shrugged and padded around in very methodic circles, trying to think of what else may be the answer to this mystery.

      Mat offered another suggestion. “You said you had the young cougar shifter Remy over to pick up an envelope. Maybe that’s not the only thing he picked up while he was here. Do you think we should call Sheriff Kasun?”

      The mayor stomped her foot down. “I am not going to go around pointing fingers and accusing anyone and everyone who stepped foot in this house. It’s the holidays, and if the necklace was stolen, I’ll deal with it after tonight’s dinner. Sheriff Ric will be here anyway. If it hasn’t shown up by tonight, then maybe I will mention it to him after the party.”

      The mayor’s cotton candy hair, this morning a pale shade of orange, almost melon, was beginning to gray at the roots. Not a good sign. Already it was beginning to show that she lacked the power of her pendant.
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        * * *

      

      That evening the mayor’s guests arrived. The pixies were seated at the small table, with Mat and Nina at the two ends to supervise. An Indian Paint Brush plant sat in the middle of the table as its centerpiece. Enya plucked one of the flowers from the plant and stuck it behind her ear. The three others oohed, ahhed, and repeated her gesture. Soon there was a naked Indian Paint Brush plant with only one flower left.

      The large dining room table boasted a large intricately weaved cornucopia overflowing with winter gourds, autumn leaves, and husks of corn. The cornucopia was buffeted at each end by candelabras glowing brightly.

      The guests all seated, the mayor took her place at the head of the table, with Teeny Weeny to her right.

      “Mat, would you carve the roast, please? And Ric, the turkey, please?” she requested of the two men.

      They both heartedly agreed, and went to the carving table to tackle the meats. Mat was a little skeptical of his carving skills after the pumpkin destruction, but felt the roast should be more up his alley than a mushy pumpkin. Ric, on the other hand, was a little bewildered, as the mayor had always taken the honor of carving the ThanksHanuMas Turkey, but he asked no questions, at least for now.

      The white streaks in Barbie’s melon top were becoming more obvious, and the small smile lines at the corners of her eyes were growing deeper. Teeny covered her friend’s hand in comfort, noticing the typically firm, smooth skin of her hand was becoming wrinkled and mottled.

      The dining room bustled with conversation, while holiday music played softly in the background. The mayor however, was unusually quiet.

      After dinner was finished and the table cleared, the sheriff pulled Barbie to the side to ask her what was up, because she had not been acting herself. Barbie gulped and was just about to spill the beans, when a commotion in the kitchen diverted their attention.

      “I want the wishbone!” Enya hollered while jumping up and down.

      “Me, too!” cried Ushka, circling around Enya.

      “Me, three! I know exactly what to wish for!” followed Tierri.

      Aeiri, not to be unaccounted for added her, “Me, four!”

      Nina was wagging a finger at the petulant pixies and telling them, “This is one large wishbone. It will take all four of you to handle it anyway!”

      Nina poised a carving knife over the bird’s collar bone, and began to shear the roasted meat away from the bone to loosen its hold. She wobbled the wishbone a bit, then tore it free. She pulled it out and held it up above the four Pixie Sisters’ heads, who were all trying to jump up to reach it.

      “Look! I got my wish without even breaking the wishbone!” Tierri exclaimed excitedly, pointing at the shiny, silver dragon dangling from the crook of the bone.

      “Well, look at that, Barbie! Happy ThankHanuMas! Looks like you are the turkey this year.” Teeny Weeny smiled and winked.

      “This is truly a day to be thankful for all of you. And especially you little pixies,” said the mayor, and she bent over to offer her large hand down to the four sprites, who immediately grabbed her fingers. She lifted them up and gave each pixie a peck on the cheek.
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        * * *

      

      Read about Teeny Weeny and friends in The Winged & the Wicked (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn & Kristie Cook, available now. And watch for The Ward & the Wanderers (A Havenwood Falls Novella) by T.V. Hahn, coming March 2019.
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            Mistletoe Wishes

          

          By Victoria Flynn

        

      

    

    
      Alina

      With Christmas only two weeks away and my mother waiting for my answer, I had to carefully consider my plans for the holidays. My relationship with Gabriel was so new, and I had been too shaken up to go home to Denver for Thanksgiving, which meant Christmas would be the first time my family was meeting my boyfriend—my vampire boyfriend.

      Daddy was going to flip, and it could very well ruin the holiday for my family, but sometimes you have to just do it and rip the band aid off.

      My phone began to ring, as if on cue. I just knew it was my mom calling. She’d already called three times that afternoon and would keep trying until I answered. Peeking at the screen, I was shocked to see that it wasn’t, in fact, my mother, but instead it was my sister, Kalene. I slid the button, answering the call.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Oh, so you answer for your sister, but not for your mother? What did I ever do to deserve this kind of treatment?” she muttered.

      “Sorry, Mama. I was just busy. I was going to call you back in just a minute, I promise. Did you make plans for Christmas, yet?” I asked, rolling my eyes toward the ceiling.

      The front door shut with a thud, and within only a second or two, Gabriel was standing in the doorway of the dining room, loosening his tie and freeing the top button of his shirt.

      “Christmas! Right, I was calling about that. Daddy hurt his back getting out of bed this morning, and my knee’s been giving me fits all week. We won’t be able to cook dinner for the family this year.” Mama sighed.

      Catching my eye, Gabriel winked and began slowly unbuttoning his shirt, revealing the chiseled planes of his chest and abs. It was a distraction, and it was working. My mother said something, but I was too caught up in Gabriel’s movements to pay attention. If I had been paying attention, I would’ve realized her explanation was crap. Djinn didn’t age and hurt like humans did. We lived long, very very long lives and recovered from just about anything.

      “Yeah, Mama. That’s a good idea,” I murmured absently, placating her.

      “Wonderful! Send me the directions. I’ll have Kalene send you the menu options. You know with your father’s blood pressure, we really need to watch the sodium. I’m so proud of you, taking on the role of hostess in your own house and cooking for all the family. Grandma JiJi would’ve been too happy to see this day,” my mother gushed, her words blending together and slapping me back to reality.

      What the hell had I just agreed to?

      My eyes went wide as I realized just what was happening.

      “Oh! Mama. I don’t know about all that. We’re still getting used to living together, and I’m not sure—” I tried to explain, as Gabriel ventured closer, his brows knitting together in concern.

      “Not to worry, Alina! You’ll do just fine. I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later. Love you, bye,” my mom said, then the line went dead, leaving me no way out of the predicament.

      “Oh, shit,” I huffed, slumping back into my chair.

      “What’s wrong, love?”

      Oh, nothing. Just letting you distract me with your body and getting roped into hosting the whole damn family for Christmas. You know, no big deal, I thought, squeezing my eyes shut.

      Gabriel chuckled. “They’ll have to meet me sometime, love. Christmas is a happy time. Maybe your father will take the holiday season to heart and not put a stake in mine.”

      Gabriel brushed my hair aside, exposing my neck and planting a tender kiss against the junction of my neck and shoulder. His fingers trailed over my heated skin, setting me ablaze. I was more than glad for my choice in wardrobe despite the cold temperatures, but I hadn’t planned on leaving the house, so the camisole it was.

      “Mmm, but you don’t know my father. I don’t think there’s anything you’ll be able to do to get him on your side,” I confessed right as Gabriel pulled back. “Hell, I’m not even sure if I’m on his good side.”

      “Well, my dear, I’m not sure if you noticed or not, but I can be rather charming,” he quipped, his voice rumbling in his chest and sending vibrations straight to my core.

      I bit my lip, trying to hold back a cheeky grin.

      “Hmm, I suppose you’re right. You may have a chance, after all. Though, I might hedge my bets on my father if you’re going to be distracting me like this in front of the whole family. I hope you’ll act like a gentleman for the evening,” I requested, despite already knowing he’d agree wholeheartedly.

      “You never have to ask. Don’t worry, I’ll be on my best behavior around your family. I want them to approve of us, and if I get rewarded for my good behavior after they leave, all the better,” he teased, swooping in and nipping at my bottom lip before lovingly soothing it away with a kiss.

      Christmas with Gabriel and the family—it couldn’t be that bad, could it?
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        Christmas Eve

      

      

      Alina

      Karma was a bitch. There’d been no way of getting out of hosting Christmas, and every single thing that could go wrong had.

      Horribly.

      Gabriel had sent Lorenzo on holiday back to Italy to visit his family, leaving the two of us to fend for ourselves in the large, state-of-the-art kitchen. To make matters worse, I’d procrastinated as much as I could, and now, I was in deep. By the time I’d made it to the grocery store, it was almost picked clean. Turkeys were gone, and ham was in short supply, but per my father’s list of foods he could eat, that was out. So I’d gotten lucky enough to grab a beef tenderloin from Pyntz Butcher Shoppe, but I’d never made one before. I’d spent the better part of an hour surfing Pinterest for the perfect recipe, and I’d narrowed it down to two, but there were some skills both required that I had to be lacking, as I didn’t know what they even referred to.

      “How’s everything going in here?” Gabriel called out, striding into the mess of a kitchen like a fresh breeze.

      He froze almost immediately, eyes going wide as he took in the mess I’d made.

      “What the hell happened in here? I didn’t hear a bomb,” he teased, moving toward the fridge and pulling out his bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon O Positive for lunch.

      He didn’t mean anything by it, I knew, but it was a shot at my already fragile ego, and before I knew what hit me, tears were welling up in my eyes. My family would begin arriving in three hours, and I had almost nothing to show for it, besides pie. I’d managed to make three of those, hence the white dusting of flour on just about every surface.

      “Everything was supposed to be perfect,” I choked back, trying to hide the quiver in my voice.

      “Whoa, now. Come here,” Gabriel commanded, holding his hand out to me.

      I slipped the apron off and tossed it onto the counter, moving into the safety of my lover’s arms.

      “What do you need help with? We can do this together,” he soothed, running his fingers through my hair and stroking my back comfortably.

      “You can cook?” I asked, surprised by his offer.

      A smirk stretched his handsome face. “Don’t sound so surprised. I’ve been around a long time, and sometimes, learning is all you have. There’s a lot of things I can do, and I’ve even learned from some of the best chefs in the world, on occasion.”

      “I love you so hard right now,” I confessed, burying my face in his chest, muffling my words. “I bet this is a lot more domestic than what you were thinking when you hopped the fence into my dreams, isn’t it?”

      “Domesticity looks good on you. Although, I will admit, I thought at this point you’d be wearing a lot fewer clothes,” Gabriel teased. “Now before you tempt me beyond my limits, what do you need help with?”

      “Everything except the pies,” I admitted, feeling my cheeks heat with an embarrassed blush.

      “Because I’m genuinely curious, I’m going to ask why you are not using your magic to get all of this done? Wouldn’t that be a lot easier?” he asked, leaning back to stare into my eyes, his hands gripping my hips in such a way that would’ve told anyone watching that I was his and his alone.

      I laughed. “Yeah, it would be a lot easier, but food is a labor of love. It’s always been my family’s tradition to take our time and make meals by hand, because shortcuts detract from that and cheapen the meal. And magic leaves an earthy aftertaste that sort of ruins it.”

      “That’s something I can get behind,” he said with a wink, moving past me and setting to work on the beef tenderloin.

      I stood there for a moment, watching the ease with which he worked. Gabriel was skilled, that was very obvious, but he was also more relaxed and surer of himself than I was on a good day. Wielding a knife, he chopped herbs and tied the meat up with string like he’d done it every day.

      Moving to the empty counter space beside him, I began the tedious job of scrubbing and dicing potatoes to roast.

      It wasn’t going to be like the dinners my mother made for the holidays. We were doing something new. It automatically meant, in my family, there were going to be complaints, even if it was the best meal they’d ever had.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel

      Alina was a ball of nerves, and the anxiety practically rolled off of her. Even with the last of the food in the oven, nearly ready to serve, she was worrying over what her family would think. It had been a very long time since I’d had a family to worry about or please, and I had to wonder if they could be that bad.

      “How do I look?” Alina asked, putting in her earring to finish the look.

      “Amazing, as always,” I answered, letting my gaze ravish every delectable inch of her.

      Her deep red dress clung to her curves and made her cognac eyes sparkle and her richly bronzed skin glow under the lighting.

      The crunch of tires on compacted snow and ice sounded from the driveway.

      “They’re here,” I said, looking at the front door from where I stood at the foot of the staircase.

      Alina’s eyes grew and went round in panic. The thrumming of her heart spiked higher, and her breathing shallowed out.

      “Take a deep breath. Everything is going to be just fine,” I reminded her.

      A flurry of voices came from the other side of the door, just before the doorbell rang, sending echoes through the house.

      “I-I’ll get it,” Alina murmured, teetering to the front door in her black pumps and making her perfect ass swing rhythmically with each step.

      Later, I thought as I chided myself and tried to remember my promise to be on my best behavior while her family was staying with us.

      With one final deep breath, Alina plastered a smile on her face and opened the door. I closed my mind, trying to shut out the cacophony of voices being thrown at me, and stayed back, out of their line of sight so the focus could be where it needed to be—on Alina.

      “Hi, Mama! Kale!” Alina exclaimed, wrapping the two women in a tight embrace.

      “Alina! Oh, you’re so skinny. Please tell me this man you’ve been living with feeds you,” a woman, no more than fifty-five years old in appearance, exclaimed, taking Alina by the shoulders and holding her at arm’s length to see her better.

      The woman looked to be the right age to be my love’s mother, but I knew the Marids lived a few thousand years. She could very well be far older than I, perhaps even rivaling my late sire, Viktor, in age.

      “Yes, Mama. I eat plenty. Where’s Daddy?” Alina asked, pressing up onto her toes to see over their shoulders.

      “He’s coming. He was getting something out of the car, but he’ll be along. Now, show me this house! This is nice,” the woman said, stepping into the home.

      “You seem to be feeling much better now,” Alina noted.

      “Don’t let her fool you. It’s a trap,” the young woman teased, elbowing Alina.

      It was clear the two were sisters as they were nearly identical in appearance.

      “Of course, it was.” Alina sighed, her eyes meeting mine.

      I gave my woman a small reassuring smile, not wanting to intrude on her moment with her family.

      “Are Rania and the kids coming? What about Adom?” Alina asked, taking their coats and hanging them with care.

      “Oh, yes, they’ll be here. Marcel got held up with a business call, so they’re running late. I know you’re so shocked. And Adom is, well, who knows?” her sister said sarcastically. “Now tell me all about this new man in your life. If he caught your eye, he must really be something special.”

      I hung back, curious to hear what Alina would have to say. It was the first time I’d ever met the family of a woman I was interested in, and I would shamelessly admit I was a little excited about the notion.

      Alina smiled, her cheeks turning light pink with a blush.

      “Oh damn, girl! Any man who’s got you blushing like that’s got to be one hell of a catch and judging by the looks of his home . . . well, let me just ask, does he have a single brother?” her sister joked.

      “Kalene!” Alina exclaimed, covering her cheeks like it would make the evidence of her blush go away.

      “What? You know how it is,” Kalene teased.

      “Well, I don’t know how long Daddy’s going to be out there, and I’d like you all to meet my boyfriend,” Alina answered, heading in my direction.

      I stepped forward, into their line of sight, to meet my desert rose and the people who I hoped would become a second chance at a family for me. Alina saw me and paused, about to turn and make introductions, but I stopped her. Resting my hand on the small of her back, she froze and met my gaze. Extending my arm to her, she slipped her arm through mine, and I escorted her back to her family.

      Her mother’s sharp intake of breath upon seeing me was my first clue that the evening was not going to go according to plan.

      No one said a word or moved a muscle, though I didn’t miss the hungry appraisal her sister gave me. She was a man-eater, I could tell.

      “Mama? Kalene? This is my Gabriel,” Alina introduced, squeezing my arm with her free hand and resting her cheek against my shoulder. “Gabriel, this is my mother, Shaneen, and my sister, Kalene.”

      Letting go of Alina’s arm, I moved toward the women, taking first her mother’s hand and bringing it to my lips, feathering a light, chaste kiss against her knuckles.

      “Mrs. Anand, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Alina has told me no shortage of wonderful things about you and your lovely family,” I said, my words sounding more Irish than not. “And you must be Kalene.” I turned my attention to the younger woman and repeated the process.

      “Oh, my dear. Your father is not going to like this,” her mother said, eyeing me and her daughter with sympathy.

      Not knowing quite what to make of the comment, I observed Alina’s mother a little more carefully. I could see in her eyes that she was happy for the two of us, but there was a sadness, too. I had to wonder if her father was really so bad that he’d make an entire family worry about his reaction to me.

      Not more than a minute later, while we were all standing in awkward silence, no one addressing the elephant in the room, I heard someone coming.

      “Alina? Are you sure we have the right address, Shaneen? You know how she is about these things,” a deep voice boomed from the front steps.

      “Hi, Dad,” Alina said shyly, as the giant of a man stepped through the doorway and froze in the foyer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alina

      I knew that look. The wheels in my father’s head were turning, piecing together the bits of information I’d shared with them about Gabriel and what he was seeing before him. My father was a worldly man, having done a great deal of traveling for his work. He knew a lot more about the beings who shared the world with us Marids, more than he ever told us kids, and it didn’t take much to know that he was already hard at work riddling out what Gabriel was.

      “Hello, sir. I’m Gabriel Doyle. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Gabriel said formally, extending his hand toward my father.

      Daddy eyed Gabe, his stare coming to a rest on Gabriel’s waiting hand.

      Marid djinn had magic that was tied directly to the earth, but each had a specialty. Whether it was earth, air, fire, water, or spirit would be determined once a young Marid came into their powers. Mine had been spirit, but like all Marids, I was a wish granter. My father was like me, a spirit Marid, who would know exactly what Gabriel was as soon as he took his hand.

      My father extended a hand, the two men meeting in the middle with a firm handshake.

      “Fahmi Anand, Alina’s father,” my dad replied, his nostrils flaring with anger as the realization washed over him. “Alina Daisha Anand, tell me what is the meaning of this? You spurn the offer of marriage I prepared for you, yet you soil yourself with the likes of a vampire? I thought I taught you better than this,” he said angrily.

      His words cut me like a knife, even when I knew he wouldn’t approve. When I was younger, it had been drilled into us to never trust other supes. Sticking with the Marid djinn was the only way to ensure we would stay safe, and no one could ever know about what we were. My relationship with Gabriel flew in the face of everything he’d taught us.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Anand. I know we’re just meeting for the first time, and I’m not what you expected, but I will remind you that this is my home and a joyous occasion. One which your daughter has worked very hard to prepare for. You may not approve of our relationship, and that’s just fine, but in my home, you will keep your opinions on the subject and your insults to yourself,” Gabriel challenged, raising a brow and straightening his jacket as he waited for my father’s reply.

      My heart was beating wildly in my chest. I didn’t know what to do or where to look. Peeking at my father quickly, I saw the spark of rage ignite within him, and I knew within a matter of seconds, our Christmas would be ruined. We’d be lucky if the entire Luna Coven didn’t come beating down our door with magic flying everywhere from a brawl. The only lucky part of it was that my brother hadn’t arrived yet. He was so much like my father in his opinions and obstinate personality, he’d join in and escalate the situation. Adom was always ready for a fight.

      “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to, young man?” my father challenged, straightening to his full height.

      His glare could’ve frozen the falls, if they weren’t already solid.

      “I’m speaking to a guest in my home. Out of respect for Alina, I won’t make any more of a scene than we already have, but if you continue to push, I will warn you now, that my patience only extends so far, and I don’t tolerate anyone speaking down to Alina, family or not.”

      Daddy huffed, his rage barely contained, and I feared he was going to shatter the bottle of wine in his hand with his temper.

      “Shaneen! Kalene! We’re leaving,” my father exclaimed as I stood there frozen.

      Mists began to gather in the corners of my eyes, and my lip quivered with a coming sob. It was Christmas Eve. It was supposed to be a time we spent with family, together and happy. Instead, mine was about to march out the door and return home. I couldn’t even be angry with Gabriel. He’d only said what he did to defend me and demand the small amount of respect he’d more than earned.

      Father turned, heading for the door. His movements were jerky and angry; I didn’t dare try to stop him, though. He wouldn’t welcome my interference, not now. To him, I was the ultimate disappointment. Trying to hide my face, I attempted to shut the world out, not wanting to see my entire family turn their backs on me and walk away. Instead, I felt my mother’s warm touch on my shoulders, where Gabriel had just been standing.

      “No, Fahmi. We’re not leaving. You can go, but it’s Christmas and Alina’s first holiday hosting the family. You need to put aside your prejudices and spend the holiday with your daughter, or so help me, gods, you will not live to spend another holiday on this earth,” my mother said, her voice firm and unyielding.

      My father stopped his trek toward the door and turned. His face was the picture of stunned just as we all were by my mother’s response. Never in any of my memories had I known my mother to split from my father when it came to final decisions.

      “Shaneen—” he began, but she cut him off from speaking.

      “No, Fahmi. This is my family. I will not lose a daughter over who she chooses to love. Look at Rania and Marcel. You hated Marcel right up until Rania told you she was pregnant. Now, he’s like another son. You have to give them a chance, Fahmi. The old ways are not the best ways, not anymore,” my mother pleaded.

      “Kalene?” he asked, looking for anyone who’d side with him.

      “Sorry, Daddy. I’m with Mama on this one. Alina loves this man, and vampire or not, he needs to get a fair shake,” my sister rebuked.

      I was the only one who’d remained silent throughout the entire ordeal, rooted to my spot and dreading the rejection I knew would come. Except it didn’t happen.

      “I don’t like you, and I don’t trust you, but for today, and today alone, I will tolerate you, so that we may enjoy the holiday as a family,” my father finally stated, thrusting the bottle of wine forward into Gabriel’s hands. “Thank you for having us in your home. Don’t make me regret this,” he gritted, stepping around Gabriel and seeking me out. “Alina? How about a tour? I’d like to know where to find a restroom, so I don’t get lost in this ostentatious display of privilege.”

      I looked from my father to Gabriel, who rolled his eyes and cracked his neck to relieve his agitation. The meeting had gone better than expected, even if it was painful to watch.

      “Sure, uh, right this way,” I mumbled, trying to give my lover a sympathetic smile as I led my father out of the foyer and down the hall toward the bathroom.

      Coming to a stop in front of the washroom, I avoided my father’s penetrating glare. I gestured to the room and made sure I was out of his way.

      “Alina, what’s going on here? I thought we taught you better than that. A vampire? Really? Has he hurt you? Made you do things you didn’t want to do? It’s okay to tell me. We can get you out of here,” my father rushed out, refusing to believe that I could actually want to be in the situation I was in.

      “Daddy, stop. Listen to me. Please?” I interjected, my voice softening as I tried to understand that his outrage was coming from a place of love for me and fear of the unknown. “Yes, Gabriel is a vampire. No, I’m not here against my will, and no, he hasn’t done anything I haven’t wanted him to do. He’s a good man, Daddy. And he loves me, and I love him. I’m not asking you to understand it or for your approval, but I am asking you to trust me and my judgment. Can you do that?”

      My father opened his mouth to say something, but shut it again. He looked like he wanted to argue, convince me that I was wrong, like I had been about so many other things. It wasn’t embarrassing or shameful, but I also didn’t have any intention of telling my father about all the months of dream interactions Gabriel and I had before we ever met in person. That was just too awkward.

      Daddy pressed his lips into a thin line and strode into the bathroom, shutting the door a little harder than was necessary.

      Oh, this is going to be a fun night.

      A buzzer rang in a high shrill from the direction of the kitchen, and the bottom dropped out of my stomach. It wasn’t the timer on the oven—that was the very distinctive wail of the smoke detector.

      My stuffed mushrooms.

      “Oh, shit,” I exclaimed, letting the howling wind whisk me to the kitchen as I let down my guard and teleported.

      Smoke was forcing its way out of the oven around the edges of the door. Rushing to the offending appliance, I grabbed the oven mitt and pulled open the door. Acrid white smoke billowed out, filling the kitchen with a haze. I waved my arms frantically, trying to clear it enough so I could see the mushroom dish. Seeing it, I reached in, carefully removed the pan, and placed it on the counter.

      “What happened?” Gabriel asked, startling me.

      “Jesus! You have to warn me before you just pop up out of nowhere like that. As for what’s wrong . . . what isn’t wrong?” I said, my turbulent emotions getting the better of me.

      “Why am I getting the feeling this is about more than just some burnt mushrooms?” He sighed, slipping his arms around me and pulling me in close.

      “I just want them to like you and be happy for me. I built something resembling a life for myself, on my own. Now, everything is ruined, and my dad might never speak to me again.”

      Gabriel brought his fingers to my chin and tipped my face toward his.

      “Listen to me. I love you. Nothing they say or think is going to change that. Now, the day isn’t over with, and the mushrooms won’t make the meal. It’s Christmas, love. We should spend time with the people we love, which means the two of us and all of them out there. Just take a deep breath. I’ll get you a glass of wine, and we can sit down to a meal together. Okay?” he soothed, closing the gap, and his lips met mine in a searing kiss.

      I responded instantly, clinging to him like my life depended on it. His tongue stroked the seam of my lips, begging entry. Feeling emboldened, I opened up, and our tongues danced sensually. His fingers dug into my hips, the only sign he was losing control, just as I was.

      “Oh my, what happened, Alina? Why does it smell like scorched dirt in here?” my mother asked, waving her hand in front of her face.

      The two of us broke apart, while I tried to straighten myself out and act as if she hadn’t really seen anything.

      “Oh, umm, the mushrooms burned,” I simply replied. Gabriel’s hand lingered on the small of my back, and I was basking in the comfort he provided.

      “That’s not the only thing on fire in here,” she joked, eyeing both of us speculatively.

      Gabriel and I had to look guilty as hell from where she stood, and I suppose in a way we were. I opened my mouth to say something, proclaim my innocence, however at that exact moment, the timer for the beef tenderloin on the second oven blared loudly.

      “I’ll get this one,” Gabriel said, kissing me on the cheek and stepping around me to go to the oven.

      My mother must have seen it as an opportunity to get the scoop without the scowling oversight of my father.

      “You seem happy,” she said, taking my face between her hands.

      “I am happy,” I said. “I would be much happier if Daddy wasn’t so angry.”

      “He’ll come around. Don’t you worry about him. Now enough about your father. Tell me more about where you found this one. He seems like a real catch,” my mother said with a wink.

      I gasped, shocked. Never in my life had I seen her be so approving of a significant other someone in our family brought home. Hell, she didn’t even like Marcel, my brother-in-law.

      “Love? Can you bring the wine?” Gabriel called over his shoulder, carrying the platter of beef tenderloin in one hand and the dish of scalloped potatoes in the other, before disappearing into the dining room.

      “He’s every bit as fabulous as you think he is,” I admitted, grinning after the man like a fool in love, which I absolutely was.

      “I can see that. Now let’s see if he’s as good at cooking as he is at being charming and protective, shall we?” my mother asked, tucking her arm into mine and dragging me along toward the dining room.

      With a flick of my hand, the wine was chilled and waiting for us all in glasses on the table. For the first time since I’d woken up that morning, I actually began to believe that I could have both Gabriel and my family in my life and everything would be all right. Maybe I could have my cake and eat it, too.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel

      Alina was a perfectionist at heart. She also wanted the approval of her parents, a sentiment I couldn’t relate to. It’d been too long since I’d had my own parents, and Viktor, my sire, had been gone almost thirteen years.

      All of us had sat down for no more than a minute when the doorbell rang out loudly. I winced, the sound grating against my sensitive hearing.

      “That’s probably Rania and Marcel,” Shaneen said as she pushed her chair back from the table.

      I rose at the same time, as did Alina.

      “You two go ahead and sit down. You’ve both done so much already. I’ll get the door,” Shaneen said warmly, waving both of us off.

      Fahmi grumbled his disproval but said nothing more. Shaneen wore a conspiring grin as she slid out of her seat and scampered toward the front door. I could hear the thoughts of those standing on the steps, just like I could hear how interesting everything was about to get.

      Shaneen greeted Alina’s sister, Rania, and her husband, Marcel, at the door. They exchanged pleasantries before asking the inevitable questions surrounding the house, who I was, and the nature of Alina and my relationship.

      “His name is Gabriel, and he and Alina are living together,” Shaneen explained, the sound of ruffling fabric my only clue as to what they were doing.

      “Where’s Auntie Lina?” a young boy asked, his voice excited.

      “Just through there. She’ll be so excited to see you and your sister. Now, go on so the grownups can talk for a minute,” Shaneen answered.

      A tiny squeal and the sound of feet pounding marble announced the arrival of Alina’s niece and nephew. Distracted by the children, I couldn’t hear what was being said about Alina and myself. While I generally didn’t have any qualms about eavesdropping on other’s conversations and thoughts, the tiny tendril of anxiety at their disproval took root. I found that I wanted them to like me, to approve of what we were building together. It wasn’t even for me, but for Alina, because her family’s approval meant so much to her, and I didn’t want to be the cause of its revocation.

      “Auntie Lina!” a small boy of about five exclaimed, flinging himself into her waiting arms.

      “Wait a minute! Who is this rugrat? This isn’t my Cade. Cade’s just a little boy, and you’re a big boy. Can’t possibly be my Cade,” Alina teased, holding the boy out at arm’s length and eyeing him suspiciously.

      “It’s me, Auntie Lina. I’m a big boy now!” the boy exclaimed.

      “If you’re Cade, then you know our secret handshake,” Alina proposed.

      He scrambled out of her arms and began to high five and wiggle his small fingers about. Alina’s eyes lit up like the Christmas tree, and her carefree laughter filled the air. It reminded me why I needed her father to like me. With her, I wanted to be a gentleman and give her everything she deserved and more. Asking her father’s permission to marry her, well, that was the end goal of the evening, though I doubted he’d agree after our small set-to.

      A young girl who looked to be the same age as Cade shuffled into the room and took a seat by Kalene. Her eyes remained downcast, and she wouldn’t meet anyone’s stares.

      “What’s wrong, Aisha?” Kalene prodded.

      Teary-eyed, the girl looked up at her aunt and announced her small family’s business to the whole family, of which Rania and her husband, followed by Shaneen, had just entered the room behind the girl.

      “My mom told my dad that because he spends so much money at the naughty girl’s dance class, he’s only getting coal for Christmas, and my friend Sophia said that means that Santa isn’t coming this year,” she confessed.

      Kalene snorted, trying to keep an impassive face and failing horribly.

      “Aisha! Remember the discussion we had about what things we can tell people and what things we can’t? That’s one of the things we don’t talk about,” Rania scolded, her face a picture of horrified embarrassment.

      “But what if Santa doesn’t come because Daddy goes to the bad dance class? Does that mean we won’t get presents, either?” the girl asked innocently.

      “Aisha? I’m Gabriel, and I’ll let you in on a little secret, okay?” I interjected. “Santa Claus is a friend of mine, and I have it on good authority that you’ve been a very well-behaved girl this year. Santa will definitely be coming. Do you think you can keep it up for the rest of the night and eat your vegetables?”

      She nodded emphatically, her face lighting up for the first time since she’d arrived. Her mother shot me a grateful smile before taking her seat to my left with her husband on the other side of her.

      “Rania, Marcel, this is my boyfriend Gabriel. Gabriel, this is my sister and her husband. These two rambunctious hooligans are their twins, Cade and Aisha,” Alina announced proudly. “They live in Oregon, so we don’t get to see them very much.” Then she added in my mind, “It’s also a big reason my dad hates Marcel.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you all. Please, everyone, help yourself to all of the food,” I said, gesturing to the spread in front of us.

      There was no plate in front of me, drawing the curious eyes of the children. Instead, I slowly drank from my glass of wine, savoring the tang of the blood infusion.

      “So, Alina, how did you two meet?” Rania asked curiously, filling her plate with everything within her reach.

      Alina sputtered into her glass, coughing several times to clear her throat. I spied her father angrily stuffing a roll into his mouth, likely to keep himself from uttering another scathing insult.

      “I’m sorry, I just wasn’t expecting questions. Actually, I’m still a little shocked we made it this far,” she replied.

      “Why wouldn’t we ask questions? We want to know what’s going on in your life, too,” Rania countered.

      Alina eyed her father awkwardly. “I guess you’re right.”

      “We met in the local coffee shop, actually. I spied the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in the coffee house window, and I just had to talk to her. The rest, as they say, is history,” I offered, reaching over and seeking out Alina’s hand.

      Her fingers snaked through mine, clinging to me like a life preserver.

      “My daughter only moved to his town two months ago . . . talking about history,” Fahmi scoffed, downing his glass of wine and reaching for the bottle to pour himself another.

      “Oh, here we go.” Kalene sighed, leaning back into her chair and staring at the ceiling as if it was the most interesting thing in the room.

      “It’s all right, Kalene. He’s absolutely right to be skeptical of someone like me, given the nature of your kind and for that matter, my own,” I said, focusing my attention on my love’s father. “While it’s true that I haven’t known Alina very long, I feel like I’ve known her my whole life. Like everything I’ve ever done was leading me to her, and when you’ve been alive as long as I have, that’s really saying something. Now, you can choose to be suspicious of me. I’m not sure I could say I wouldn’t be if the tables were turned, or you can trust that I love Alina and will always do anything to make sure she’s happy and safe, even if it means without me.”

      “Our kind? What is it that you think you know about our kind, Mr. Doyle?” Fahmi challenged.

      “He knows everything, Daddy,” Alina confessed, staring at him proudly.

      Her back was ramrod straight, and she stared at her father with an honest intensity that rivaled his growing anger.

      “What the hell does that mean, Alina? If you’re about to tell me that you’ve put this entire family in danger for this man—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence if you don’t really mean it, Fahmi,” Shaneen warned. “If Alina told anyone about what she is, what we all are, then I know there had to be a very good reason she did it. Isn’t that right?” she asked, directing her raised brow at the two of us.

      I remained impassive, letting Alina take control of how much she told them. I knew the situation with the Grandvilles still bothered her, and she questioned her own judgment regularly.

      “You were right about some people, Daddy. I found that out the hard way. The Grandvilles, well, they weren’t good people, and then I lost my amulet. If it wasn’t for Gabriel, there’s no telling what would’ve become of me by now. I owe him more than my life, and he never would’ve been able to help if he hadn’t known about me and what I am. It’s also the town rules,” she explained.

      “Rules? What rules?” Marcel asked, the only thing he’d even said since arriving, never pulling his nose out from in front of his phone screen.

      “Havenwood Falls is different from other towns. The supernatural make up a sizeable portion of the town’s population. We all must register with the Court of the Sun and the Moon, so if you plan on staying in town more than tonight you’ll need to be tattooed by the Luna Coven. They need to know who comes into the town for the safety of all of us,” I interrupted, making sure Alina and I had our asses covered if someone caused any trouble.

      “Can they do that? Isn’t it, like, against the Constitution or something?” he replied, putting every brain cell on display.

      “Do you think the founding fathers really wrote that with our kind in mind? Human laws apply to us just like they do to the humans, but we need a little extra care. So if you don’t like it, I would suggest not sticking around too long tomorrow,” I countered, raising a brow to drive home my point.

      Marcel retreated back to the safety of his phone, something that pleased Kalene immensely. Her thoughts were practically screaming at me: Take that, asshole!

      “Mr. Gabriel? Are you rich? This sure is a big house,” Cade asked, innocently.

      His mother shushed him, while everyone else got a good chuckle out of his abrupt question.

      “It is a big house, but it’s meant to have a lot of people living in it. Whether or not I’m rich depends on your point of view, but to you, I suppose, yes, I’m rich.”

      “Rich enough to buy a hundred ice cream cones?” he asked, his little face squinting as he thought hard about it.

      “Yes, sir,” I said with a wink.

      His mouth dropped open with a wow before his plate caught his attention again. From there, the meal only got better as everyone relaxed a little and the conversation stayed light. I knew I’d have to contend with Fahmi Anand before the night was over. It was, after all, my mission for the evening.

      After dinner, we retired to the living room, where the bar cart was open and laughter filled the air. I stood back, watching Alina’s family interact with each other. Everyone was happy, well . . . mostly everyone.

      Alina’s father stood in the corner of the room alone, staring into his glass of brandy with a scowl on his face. This was my chance, and I couldn’t let it pass. I made my way across the room, casually stopping next to the man in question.

      “If the brandy’s not to your liking, I have a much better whiskey in my study,” I mentioned offhandedly.

      “Why do I get the feeling that this is less about my drink and more about you and my daughter?” he asked bluntly.

      “Because you’d be right,” I answered, not seeing a point in further delay.

      “Lead the way. You know this bat cave, not me.”

      Without another word, I led the man out of the living room and to my office, not drawing the attention of anyone in doing so. As soon as the door clicked shut and I turned, Fahmi had his hand no more than three inches from my face with a white hot ball of light ready to singe me if he so wished.

      “You wanted to talk. Talk,” he said.

      I adjusted my jacket, straightening it while being careful not to venture too close to the energy ball.

      “Did you tell those people about Alina? The ones who tried to keep her?” he accused.

      “I did not. I knew what she was, as did they when she came to work for them. I believe she mentioned her cousin, Malia, in that regard,” I offered.

      He withdrew, letting the light die in his hands and running them through his hair as he paced, visibly upset by the news that his daughter had been sold out by her own family member.

      “How bad was it? How close did we come to losing my little girl?”

      I told him everything that had transpired, including just how close we’d come to losing Alina for good.

      His horrified eyes went wide.

      “Really think about it, Fahmi. No one can ever do that to her again. No one,” I reminded him, bringing him out of his stupor.

      “Y-yeah, I suppose you’re right. I’m sorry . . . I should be thanking you. I just can’t believe I didn’t know, or that she didn’t think she could tell me,” he confessed.

      “She’s dealing with it slowly, in her own way, and she’ll come around,” I said.

      “You brought me in here to talk, and we got off track. What is it you wanted to talk about, Doyle?” he asked.

      “Your lovely daughter,” I answered.
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        * * *

      

      Alina

      Gabriel had disappeared along with my father. I wasn’t sure how long they’d been gone while I’d been busy catching up with my family. So when I saw Gabriel standing in the doorway, I couldn’t stay away.

      “Hey, you, where did you go?” I asked.

      “I had some business to discuss with your father, and now that it’s done, I was hoping to share the first of many Christmas kisses,” he purred, stepping close and resting his hands on my hips as he looked up and smiled slyly.

      “You’re very sneaky, Mr. Doyle,” I remarked, eyeing the sprig of mistletoe hanging overhead.

      His devilish grin highlighted his dimples.

      “I do what I need to get what I want, and right now, love, all I want is to kiss you.”

      There was a strange look on his face as he dug his hands into his pockets, searching for something. His body turned slightly, so I couldn’t see his far side, and I was left wondering what the hell he was doing. I glanced toward the living room and realized everyone, including my father, was standing there watching us.

      “Gabriel? We have an—” The words died on my tongue as I saw him kneeling before me.

      “Alina, I know we haven’t known each other very long and this is still new to the both of us, but I know you’re the woman I’ve spent centuries searching for. You’re my guiding light and reminder that this life can be more than just existing. Every single day, I wake up and want to be a better man because of you. Will you do me the greatest honor by becoming my wife?”

      I stood there frozen, unable to comprehend the words Gabriel had strung together so perfectly.

      “Alina? This is sort of the part where you talk and give the man an answer,” Kalene prodded, reminding me we had an audience.

      “There’s no pressure. You don’t have to say yes if you don’t want to,” my father piped up from the back of the group.

      I snorted and rolled my eyes. Of course, my father would have something to say on the matter. Then my gaze landed on Gabriel, who was still kneeling before me, waiting patiently for my response, and in that moment, I realized something with more clarity than I’d ever possessed before.

      I loved him so wholly that the idea of losing him and not waking up next to him every day was nearly painful. He confessed his love to me, before my whole family, and it was time I do the same.

      “I couldn’t be happier than I am right now. Yes, Gabriel, I’ll marry you.”

      Oohs and ahhs filled the air as everyone cheered and offered their congratulations. However, there was only one thing I could think of. Gabriel was on my team, rooting for me and ready to pick me up if I fell. It no longer mattered whether everything was falling apart or whether the holiday went off without a hitch, because I knew he’d be there with me to pick up the pieces, and that was okay by me. And it seemed, my family would be too, even if it wasn’t the life they’d wished for me.

      As the mistletoe demanded, I closed the distance and kissed Gabriel in what would hopefully prove to be the first of many lifechanging kisses. He wasn’t perfect, not by any means, and there was a darkness inside him I knew hadn’t even scratched the surface yet, but we’d face it together. No matter what. Forever and always. In the meantime, we were going to have a very merry Christmas.
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      Read Alina and Gabriel’s story in Stolen Wishes (A Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk Novella) by Victoria Flynn, available now. And look forward to Kalene’s story, coming Fall 2019.
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            We Wish You a Demonic Christmas

          

          By JD Nelson

        

      

    

    
      I awoke to a world of white outside my window. Groaning, I burrowed deeper into the cocoon of quilts and blankets I’d made in my bed. “Mavis, if this is your idea of a joke, it’s not funny.”

      When no one answered, I peeked out of the mountain of warmth to find no ice demon. “Huh,” I said to myself, sitting up and hissing when my foot touched the icy cold hardwood floor.

      I hated everything about winter—the frigid temperatures, the dreary days of no sunshine, the potentially eye-gouging icicles hanging from every eave and tree . . . basically, everything about winter but Christmas.

      To me, Christmas was the only bright spot about living in a place like Havenwood Falls, and even then, I wasn’t sure it made up for the fact that it was freezing for more than half the year.

      Sighing, I made the mad dash to my dresser for socks, a sweater, and jeans and then threw myself back under the covers to get dressed. Why was it so cold today? Was my heater even working?

      Once I was dressed, I grudgingly made my way out of the bed and put on my boots. If I had to be this mind-numbingly cold, I might as well go next door to see my besties, Mavis and Cam. No one else could appreciate my hatred of the ice and snow like Mavis LeGrand could. As a reluctant ice demon, they weren’t exactly her favorite things in the world, either. Though I was sure she’d come in handy during my next summer party. “I’ll bring the ice” had a whole new meaning when you could make it appear out of thin air.

      The wind was biting cold as I exited my apartment and made my way next door, and I was loath to take my hand out of my pocket to ring the doorbell. Frostbite was a very real thing around these parts. I briefly considered using my foot to alert them to my presence but dismissed the idea when I remembered they’d likely think Sheriff Kasun was back to question them about the investigation he’d conducted on Mt. Sousa in October. What a mess that had been.

      Realizing that I would die of hypothermia if I didn’t decide soon, I risked my frostbite-free status and quickly rang the doorbell, jumping up and down while I waited to try to keep myself warm.

      After a minute or so with no answer, I sang out, “Do you want to build a snowman?” through chattering teeth, hoping for a response. All too often, Mavis ignored my visits in favor of finishing whatever X-rated escapade she was enjoying with her incubus boyfriend. Lately, their already legendary sex life was even more outstanding, judging by the crazy monkey sex noises I was hearing through the wall our apartments shared.

      Not that I blamed Mavis in the slightest. Cameron DeSalle was incredibly beautiful. When we’d first met, I’d entertained the idea that he and I could one day be more than best buds, but after he’d revealed how much older he was than me, I reconsidered. I had been a girl. He was a man. Well, maybe ‘man’ was a stretch.

      I gave up on the pair after a few more freezing moments and started back to the relative warmth of my apartment. I was almost there when I heard a deep voice growl out, “Cam took Mavis to breakfast, but you’re welcome to wait for them inside. I promise I won’t bite . . . hard.”

      With a long-suffering sigh through my nose, I struggled to control my rolling eyes and the snarl on my face before I turned back around. Cam’s demon friend, Rayonus Rixa, had an uncanny knack for making me both horny and homicidal at the same time. He was gorgeous, to be sure, with the tall, dark, and handsome thing he had going for him, but he was also a grade A asshole. Never before meeting Ray had I ever been so attracted to a man I wanted to strangle. No matter how much I tried to deny it, he brought out the animal in me.

      Pasting a sweet as candy smile on my face, I turned back to him and said, “No, thanks, Ray. Just tell Mavis I came by, will you?”

      “Sure thing, Miss Osbourne,” he said, staring at my breasts as if he could see them through my sweater and coat.

      “It’s Penelope,” I corrected, crossing my arms in front of my chest and glaring at him, all while trying to ignore the lust that filled me when he glared right back. I looked away first. There was only so long I could look into his unusual eyes before it made me uncomfortable. His left eye was as blue as a sapphire, but his right eye was black, solid black from pupil to what should have been white. It was downright unnerving.

      He chuckled as he always did when he made me nervous. “Are you sure you don’t want to come in? I can think of quite a few ways to warm you up.”

      “Don’t make me puke, Ray. It’s too early for that.”

      “What’s all this about puke?” Cam asked, walking up with Mavis and planting a light kiss on my cheek.

      “Ray was just being himself,” I told him.

      Mavis rolled her eyes. “Ray, didn’t we have a talk about you not making the moves on my bestie?”

      “It vaguely rings a bell,” he said grudgingly. “But one as tasty as this brunette beauty is hard to resist.”

      “Try,” Mavis said harshly.

      Ray inclined his head. “As you wish.”

      “How about we all go inside,” Cam suggested. “Penelope is starting to look a little like a popsicle.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed. “Want to get the hell out of the way, Ray?”

      He aimed a delighted smile at me. “Nothing would make me happier than to see you come . . . inside.”

      Cam laughed, and Mavis and I said “Ugh” in unison as Ray closed the door behind us.

      “What the fuck?” I asked as I stepped into Mavis and Cam’s living room.

      “What’s wrong?” a confused Mavis asked.

      I gestured toward the empty corner that would be the perfect place for a Christmas tree. “Where’s your tree?”

      Cam shrugged. “We talked about getting one, but neither of us has ever really celebrated Christmas. It’s not a holiday that demons usually celebrate.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “How did I not notice this before?”

      “Because before Mavis came along, we didn’t spend alone time in each other’s apartments.”

      I pointed at him without taking my eyes from the barren corner. “Good point.”

      “Is it really that important?” Mavis asked.

      “How are we even friends, Mavis? It’s like you don’t know me at all! Christmas is the only good thing about living in this cotton white nightmare of a mountain town!”

      “Calm down, Penelope.”

      “Calm down?” I asked her. “Calm down! How am I supposed to calm down when you guys are ignoring the best bit of the place you live? Cam, you should be ashamed of yourself. You know how magical Havenwood Falls can be during Christmas. You’ve certainly lived here long enough to learn it.”

      Cam sighed, and I knew I had won. He knew precisely how persistent I could be when I wanted something. And he knew just how crazy I could drive him when I didn’t get my way.

      “I, for one, would love to see the reflection of twinkling lights in Penelope’s big brown eyes,” Ray said.

      I whirled on him. “Can you stop, please?”

      Smirking, he held his hands up in surrender and took a seat to watch my theatrics.

      I turned back to Cam and muttered, “Of all the demons on the planet, why him?”

      “If you knew even a fraction of the demons on Earth, you wouldn’t be asking that,” he replied.

      “Well, that’s fucking terrifying.”

      He nodded. “Indeed.”

      “So,” I said, clapping my hands together. “We’re getting you a tree?”

      Mavis glanced at her paramour, and he shrugged. “I guess we are.”

      “Yes!” I squealed. “I’m going home to get my purse. I’ll meet you back here in two minutes!”

      “I can hardly wait,” Ray said, his strange eyes locked on me. “I’ll be counting the seconds.”

      “Gross,” I said, shaking off the thrill that look sent through me. “Seriously, Ray. Please fuck right off.”

      The sound of his deep laugh followed me out the door, and I had to bite my lip to keep from retorting. No need to give him the pleasure of what he seemed to consider verbal foreplay.
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        * * *

      

      Mavis, Cam, and Ray met me outside their door a few minutes later. Only Ray looked even remotely excited about the prospect of decorating for the holiday. My friends looked like they’d rather go to the dentist.

      “Wow, you guys. Try to reel it in a little. Your excitement is overwhelming me.”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Mavis said, buttoning her coat, though it was just for appearance’s sake.

      “Cam, can you take her inside for a little attitude adjustment? She’s kind of bitchy today.”

      There was a collective intake of breath, and then Ray’s hand snaked out in front of my face just in time to stop a snowball from cracking me in the head.

      “Oh, I know you didn’t just start a snowball fight with the freakin’ snowball master. Ray, you’re with me,” I said, grabbing the bemused demon and dragging him behind a row of hedges. “Two minutes, Elsa, and it’s on!”

      “I told you those Frozen references aren’t funny.”

      “You should have thought of that before you tried to break my face with a snowball, ice queen!”

      “We could just go back to bed,” Mavis suggested to Cam.

      Instead of listening to Cam’s response, I started making snowballs as fast as I could. “Come on, Ray. We need all the snowballs we can get if we’re going to beat snow bitch over there.”

      He grinned and started making snowballs at a rate so fast, I could barely follow it with my eyes. “Don’t worry, Penny. We got this.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I griped. “You know I don’t like it.”

      His smile was a promise of sex and things so unimaginably dirty, they would make Cameron blush, as he took a long lock of my hair in his hand and ran his thumb over it. “That’s exactly why I say it. When you’re mad, you blush. It makes you even more beautiful.”

      I swallowed hard, unable to look away from his face. If you ignored the scary demon eye, he was quite the looker, and when he wasn’t being a total prick, it was easy to imagine taking him up on all those dropped innuendos.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I cleared my throat and said, “We better get back to the snowballs, or we’re toast.”

      Without a word, he armed himself with snowballs and stood, letting a volley of perfectly formed spheres loose.

      Mavis screamed in frustration. “You said two minutes!”

      “There are no rules in snowball fights,” I yelled back, making more snowballs as fast as I could. With Ray on my side, we might just win. He’d already nailed Cam and Mavis a couple times each.

      “Damn it,” Cam yelled. “Not the face, Ray!”

      “You heard the lady,” Ray retorted. “There are no rules in snowball fights.

      “That’s it!” Mavis roared, fed up with the constant barrage of ice. “It’s on!”

      We arrived at Broastful Brew freezing our butts off and laughing like school children. There was nothing like hitting your best friends in the face with snow to let your frustrations out.

      Mabel waved an energetic hello to us and bounced behind the counter to take our order. I requested hot apple cider, and the rest of the group did the same. With a bright grin, Mabel set to work and ushered us to a warm corner to thaw out.

      “Thanks, Penelope,” Mavis said, shrugging out of her coat. “I think I needed that.”

      “I know you needed that,” I sassed. “Going by what I’m hearing at night, you and Cam could use some cooling off.”

      “Hardy har har,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m checking with management about installing permanent soundproofing.”

      I put a hand over my heart and grinned. “You knew just what I wanted for Christmas!”

      “What you need for Christmas is to get laid,” she muttered.

      “I’d be happy to—” Ray started.

      “Not you,” I interrupted. “Literally anyone but you.”

      He pinned me with a heated stare. “You have no idea what you’re missing.”
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        * * *

      

      After we finished our drinks and were sufficiently warm, we trudged through the snowy wonderland of lights and decorations in the town square and down Main Street to get to Blaekthorn Lumber and Supply. There, I knew we would find a fresh cut tree and all the trimmings. When we were almost there, I let out a delighted sigh when I smelled the trees and did a little dance that even made a surly Mavis crack a smile.

      “You’re ridiculous, Penelope,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Me? I don’t understand why you’re not more excited. It’s Christmastime! Doesn’t the thought of cheesy Hallmark movies, hot chocolate, and a lit Christmas tree in front of a roaring fireplace make you happy?”

      “Maybe a little,” she begrudged.

      I wiped an imaginary tear from my eye. “I think the Grinch’s heart just grew three sizes bigger, guys.”

      Ray laughed and put an arm around me to steer me away. “Let’s not push the demon lady, Penny.”

      I shrugged him off and wandered into the blue spruces to pick out my favorite. “I believe I asked you not to call me that, Ray.”

      Undeterred, Ray followed me into the trees. “I do recall something of the sort, but I also remember telling you I don’t like the name Ray, yet you call me that incessantly.”

      “So it’s tit for tat?” I asked, immediately regretting saying that particular turn of phrase.

      His grin was absolutely devilish. “Something like that.”

      “Ugh.”

      He frowned. “Why don’t you like me, Penelope?”

      “It’s simple, Rayonus. With me, you get what you give.”

      “I’d love to give it to you,” he growled. “And baby, I want to hear you say my name like that when I do.”

      I curled my lip and glared at him. “You disgust me.”

      He shook his head as he examined a wreath of snow-flocked fir branches. “Maybe you think I do, but I don’t.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Your lips say you hate me, but your body language tells me you’d like me in between those luscious thighs doing every naughty thing you’ve ever dreamed of.”

      I stared at him, aghast at his cheek and how close he was to the truth.

      “Are you two getting along over here?” Mavis asked, taking in the demon’s sour expression as she and Cam joined us.

      “Yes,” Ray told her. “Penelope was just explaining that I need to give her something in order to get something.”

      “Did she?” Mavis asked, disbelief coloring her tone.

      “Yes, I did,” I assured her. “But when I said it, it didn’t have the sexual undertones.”

      Mavis laughed. “Okay. I think it’s time for a little separation between you two. Rayonus, you go with Cam to find a tree stand, and Penelope and I will pick out the ornaments. We’ll meet back here in ten minutes. Okay?”

      Both demons agreed and set off toward the entrance of the store, while Mavis blocked my way to the ornaments.

      “What gives, Mavis?” I asked, spying a jumbo pack of gold and silver ornaments and white twinkle lights that would be more than enough to fill a six-foot tree.

      “What the hell is going on between you and Rayonus?”

      “Nothing!”

      She squinted at me.

      “Okay, maybe he’s a stone-cold fox that I want to straddle like a horse, but trust me, nothing is happening between us. He’s still a demon, and I’m still a human.”

      “Be that as it may, I can tell Ray likes you. Be careful. He has a way of causing strife, even when he means to be as unobtrusive as possible.”

      I laughed. “What is that, his demon power?”

      “Yes,” she deadpanned. “And if you want the carefree, happy go lucky life you’re used to, you won’t let him into your pants.”

      “So much for a happy Christmas,” I muttered sullenly.
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        * * *

      

      Back at Mavis and Cam’s, I stepped back from the newly up-righted and fluffed tree and pursed my lips. “It needs snow.”

      I turned to Mavis expectantly. Mavis stared back, a small smirk on her lips.

      “What?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Confused, I looked at the tree then back to her before it hit me. “Oh, your snow melts.”

      Cam and Rayonus guffawed from their spot on the couch.

      “That was painful to watch, Penelope,” Cam said, working hard to keep his laughter to a minimum.

      “Shut it, both of you. And get over here to decorate.”

      With a chorus of groans, Cam and Ray passed the strings of lights to each other as they circled the tree, while Mavis and I hooked the ornaments and made quick work of hanging them.

      When we were done, I plugged in the lights and stepped back to examine our handiwork. It was beautiful, but there was just one thing missing.

      “We forgot to buy an angel for the top,” I lamented, not wanting to go back out into the snow.

      “Give me your apartment keys,” Ray said. “I have an idea.”

      “The hell!” I exclaimed. “I’d like to keep my panty drawer intact, thank you.”

      He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “As much as I’d love to pilfer through your lingerie, my intentions are pure.”

      I dug into my pocket for the keys and handed them to him. “Don’t make me kick your ass, Rayonus.”

      “If staying out of your underwear will ensure that you use my given name,” he purred, “I’m willing to give it a shot.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just go.”

      Mavis and I speculated whether or not he’d move into my apartment and invoke squatter’s rights while we waited, but just as he promised, he came right back.

      “Well?” I asked.

      With a flourish, Ray produced my little Pop Vinyl figurine of Supernatural’s Castiel. “You asked for an angel, and an angel you shall receive.”

      I stared at the demon in shock for a moment then engulfed him in a hug. “It’s perfect, Rayonus. Thank you.”

      He smiled down at me, mischief gleaming in his eyes. “To put a smile on your beautiful face, I would impale a real angel on top of that tree.”

      “This was really sweet until you said that,” I said, backing away.

      Mavis wrapped a companionable arm around both of us and grinned as Cam used a silver ribbon to tie the Castiel figure to the top. “God bless us, everyone.”
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        * * *

      

      Read Mavis and Cam’s story in JD Nelson’s Plans Laid Bare, available now, and Soul Laid Bare, coming March 2019, both in the Havenwood Falls Sin & Silk series. And watch for more about Penelope in late 2019.
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