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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I adjusted the roses on my Valentine’s Day display and stood back to admire my handiwork. The glass potion bottles looked beautiful with the baby’s breath accenting the deep red of the roses, amid a nest of scrunched white tissue. I’d chosen magenta-tinted bottles for the potions I was highlighting: Courting Oil, Caliph’s Beloved, Circe Oil, and a few other love-related potions, but the display still needed something. Hmm, but just what, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Ah, yes.  
 
    I rummaged under the counter for a vial of good ol’ Gypsy Magic. I deposited a single drop on each rose. The fragrance wafted through the store and gave the display that special something it was missing.  
 
    I stepped back one more time. Perfect.  
 
    Just then, the bell over the door rang. I turned around to see Wanda Depraysie walking into my store, wearing her usual smug and uninterested expression. Though we’d had a rocky start, I considered us friends now. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    “Wanda, it’s good to see you! Where have you been hiding?” 
 
    “Under a rock.” She gave me a frown, then exhaled a deep sigh, before she walked over to the love display, throwing her hips into each step she took. Wanda was the epitome of the words ‘femme fatale’—from her drop-dead good looks to her feigned nonchalance and disinterest bordering on disdain in everything around her.  
 
    “Ugh, is it that time of year again?” she asked, shaking her head. 
 
    “Valentine’s Day?” I asked, smiling as she nodded back at me. “Sure is.” 
 
    “At least it should mean lots of sales on lingerie,” she muttered. Wanda ran an enchanted clothing store down the street from my potions store. In fact, she bought quite a few potions from me, which she used to enchant her creations. Even though Wanda was a witch, she wasn’t very good at brewing. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked, motioning to the display. 
 
    “Looks great,” she muttered with an expression like she’d just smelled rotting fish. “You just have this… gift for all things domestic.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think,” I answered. As with all things pertaining to Wanda, I was never sure if her compliments were really that.  
 
    Wanda leaned in and squinted at the large poster-board in the middle of the display. “What is that? I can’t read it.”  
 
    For a powerful Blood Witch who could twist the world around her little finger, apparently her eyesight wasn’t any better than mine, or any other woman in her forties. Of course, technically, Wanda was much older—one hundred forty, to be exact. But she didn’t look a day over thirty-eight.  
 
    I lifted the stiff sheet out of the nest of flowers. “It’s a history of Valentine’s Day,” I answered as I gave her a smile. “Marty made it up for me. He thought it would add to the spirit of the holiday.” 
 
    Marty was a man in town who ran a ghost-hunting service in his off-time. During his on-time, he was a marketing freelancer. He also happened to be my best friend.  
 
    “Do you mean the Roman Emperor Claudius beheading the original Valentine or could you possibly be referring to the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre in Chicago when Al Capone slaughtered all those….” 
 
    “Oh, God!” I said, shaking my head as I brought my hands up to cover my ears.  
 
    Wanda laughed and then waved away my response with an unconcerned, manicured hand. “Don’t be so sensitive, Poppy.” 
 
    “Hey, I won’t be so sensitive if you try to see the positive… deal?” I stuffed the infographic back into its place. “Valentine’s Day is a big deal for a lot of people.” 
 
    “Including you, apparently.” She sauntered into the next aisle over and started perusing the potions—not the love related ones. “I hope you don’t mind my coming in before you officially open. I have to stock up on a few things before I open my store.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I answered, wondering why she was even making the point. Wanda had a way of showing up before and after closing hours most times she visited. “Anything for a friend.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She took a few bottles off the shelves and put them in a basket I picked up from the floor at the end of one of the aisles and handed to her. 
 
    “Don’t you have a Valentine’s Day special going on?” I asked.  
 
    “No, but I guess I should.” She then paused as she tapped her chin with one long and mauve fingernail. “Sexual potions on panties and magically expanding jockstraps should sell pretty well.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed two potions from the rack in front of her. “Fire of Passion Oil is a good one—it basically causes the wearer to become more attractive to the opposite sex. Or Follow Me Boy is a good one for the panties—it’s a really old recipe New Orleans prostitutes used back in the day to ensure they made plenty of money in their… pursuits.” 
 
    “Sold,” Wanda answered with a big smile. “You had me at ‘prostitute’.” 
 
    I laughed. Sometimes she could be pretty funny. 
 
    She exhaled and then narrowed her eyes at the potions around her. “You wouldn’t happen to have anything for people who hate Valentine’s Day?”  
 
    “Why would I stock something like that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Um, because, Poppy, not everyone is in a perfect relationship with a huge and sexy sasquatch while her human best friend busily drools over her.”  
 
    “I’d hardly call my relationship with Roy ‘perfect’ and Marty doesn’t drool over me,” I started, but Wanda wasn’t paying attention because she was still midstream regarding whatever it was she was going on about. 
 
    “Some of us find ourselves in situations with the most irritating of vampires who won’t leave us alone…” 
 
    She was talking about Lorcan Rowe, the vampire dentist in town who’d accidentally turned her into a Blood Witch after she wrecked her car and lay dying in the street. Lorcan had immediately given her his blood, not realizing she was a witch. Once Wanda became a Blood Witch, she got kicked out of her coven in Portland and, consequently, ended up in Haven Hollow. And she’d held a grudge against Lorcan ever since.  
 
    “I think it would do you a world of good to have a little table set up in the corner with hexing potions, or curses,” she continued. “You know—potions for cheating or otherwise useless partners.” 
 
    I smiled up at her. Wanda was a fairly tall woman and her designer heels always gave her another three inches or so. At five-four, I was naturally short to begin with and my ballet flats didn’t do anything to help the cause. “You know I don’t sell those sorts of things, Wanda. Just potions to remove hexes and curses.” 
 
    She looked at me and frowned. Again. “Ugh, when are you going to turn into the Sandy at the end of the movie, when she’s all sassy in that black leather getup?” 
 
    “Um, did you just compare me to Sandy from Greece?” 
 
    She nodded and started forward again, inspecting the potions. “Right. But, the uncool Sandy in the beginning of the movie, when she wears that ghastly yellow outfit. The Sandy with the stick up her butt... before she goes all goth and sexy…” 
 
    “I get it, I get it,” I said, holding up my hands in a motion of surrender. Not that I could really argue with Wanda because she was right—I was definitely the Sandy at the beginning of the movie. “Well, I guess there’s hope for me then, right?” 
 
    “One can only hope.” Then she seemed to remember something and turned to face me with a big smile. “Just yesterday one of my female customers requested a stuffed animal that would accost and yell insults at any man who came near it, but unfortunately I don’t stock stuffed animals.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I began, frowning as Wanda started forward again. “That sounds a little weird…” Then I shrugged. “Actually, I bet you could make a killing on those for all the anti-Valentine’s Day grinches like yourself.” 
 
    Wanda stopped in her tracks and started nodding quickly. “You’re right! I would make a killing! I could become the Martha Stewart of the Anti-Valentine’s-Day Movement!” 
 
    “You could call yourself Barfa Stewart.” 
 
    But, she wasn’t listening again, which was a shame, because my joke was pretty funny. At least, I thought so. 
 
    “I’ll develop my own holiday with chocolates that give your manipulative ex diarrhea for a week. Or roses that spit a foul-smelling liquid into your cheating girlfriend’s eye.” Her smile grew broader. “Yes, this is exactly what Haven Hollow needs! An F U to all those happy jerkoffs busily celebrating with their loved ones while the rest of us watch sappy Hallmark movies while crying into a pint of Ben and Jerry’s!” She turned to face me then. “Thanks, Poppy. You’re a real friend.” 
 
    “Um… you’re welcome?” I asked, shrugging because I wasn’t sure what I’d just done and how big the ensuing fallout would be. 
 
    Wanda, meanwhile, headed into the next aisle over, scanning through the names of the potions with alacrity.  
 
    “There must be way more people who are stuck hating their a-hole exes than those in happy relationships,” she continued excitedly. “This is exactly what the world has been waiting for—Get Back At Your Ex Day.” 
 
    My smile evaporated. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” I started and then heaved a big sigh. “Actually, I think it’s pretty terrible!” 
 
    “Oh, phooey,” she said and made a face at me. Then she reached the end of the aisle. “You must have something in this store that isn’t all rainbows and unicorns? Something I could use for my anti Valentine’s Day sale?” 
 
    “I mean,” I started and then took a deep breath. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “Holly Morton, I know you’re holding out on me.” 
 
    I was surprised to hear her use my real name because as far as I was aware, she didn’t know what it was.  
 
    “Wanda, I want you to promise me you will use these responsibly,” I started as I shook my head, feeling like I was having a conversation with my twelve-year-old son, Finn.  
 
    “Cross my heart,” she answered as I sighed and started into the banishing and uncrossing section. I reached for the few vials I kept in stock that were… of a questionable nature. I handed the first one to her. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Bend Over Oil.” 
 
    “What’s it do?” 
 
    “Makes other people bend to your will.” 
 
    She immediately started laughing and then plopped the potion into her basket before looking up again. The expression on her face was one of greedy hunger. “How many you got?” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “I’ll take them all.” 
 
    “Now, Wanda—” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “I have one vial of Bat’s Blood Oil for creating havoc.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll take it. What else?” 
 
    “Conquering Glory Oil,” I answered as I reached for the potion in question and handed it to her. 
 
    “Wow, I haven’t seen this one in a long time,” she said as she looked down at it fondly.  
 
    “I just started carrying it, although I’m still not convinced I should. It’s just… I’m getting more and more customers requesting stuff like this…” 
 
    “It’s for gaining power over others, right?” Wanda asked excitedly as I wondered what was going through that scheming head of hers. Good thing for me that Wanda considered me useful to her because otherwise, she’d be doing her damndest to boot me out of Haven Hollow. As a general rule, gypsies and witches didn’t coexist.  
 
    “At least, that’s what it used to do,” she finished. 
 
    I nodded. “Still does.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll take all those too.” 
 
    “Might I remind you what this holiday is all about?” I started, feeling like I needed to at least try to talk her down from whatever plot she was in the process of devising. “It’s supposed to be about love and… and gratitude and hope… joy.” 
 
    She shot me a grin over her shoulder. “Yawn,” she said as she shook her head. “What do you and Roy have planned? A romantic night watching Bridget Jones one and two over a pot of mac n’ cheese?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “The last thing I want to think about at the moment is Roy,” I muttered, before realizing the words were no longer just in my head. 
 
    She stopped in her tracks and whirled around to stare at me. If Wanda loved anything, it was gossip. And gossip about me was probably at the top of her list. “What? Why?” 
 
    I shrugged while I walked to the front of the store in order to unload more bottles of potions onto the front counter. I was hoping Wanda would lose interest in the conversation, but she didn’t. In fact, if I’d stopped walking quickly enough, she would have collided with me. “Ever since things went sideways between Roy and me when the faeries kidnapped Finn, those same things have only gone downhill since.” 
 
    “What does that even mean? English, Morton, English.” 
 
    “I mean, I didn’t agree with nor did I like the way Roy handled that whole situation with the missing children.” 
 
    “How did he handle it?” 
 
    “He didn’t handle it! That was the problem. We could have prevented the whole incident if Roy had actually taken the threat of all those missing children seriously. Or if he’d actually tried to convince Ophelia to go to the authorities.” 
 
    Wanda groaned. “If I never hear the name Ophelia Ponsobby again, it will be too soon.” 
 
    “You should be proud of what you did, Wanda,” I answered, even though I knew this subject was a touchy one for her. A few weeks back, Wanda had done the unthinkable and she’d actually turned Ophelia into a statue (which now sat outside Wanda’s house) when she’d discovered Ophelia was responsible for the murder of one of Haven Hollow’s residents, a werewolf named Waylan Rutledge. “You did this town and all its citizens a huge favor by getting rid of Ophelia.” That was true—Ophelia, a night hag, had been a dictator, and then some. 
 
    “Regardless, can we just let it go now? I’m as sick of hearing that name as…. well, as you are of Roy’s.” 
 
    “I’m not sick of hearing his name. I just wish he took our relationship as seriously as he takes following the Council’s rules. If he really loved me, he would have stood up to Ophelia. He would have thought Finn’s safety was worth the risk. He would have thought I was worth the risk.” I caught her gaping at me, and I cringed. “I shouldn’t be talking to you about this—it’s gossip and I hate gossiping.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s considered gossip if it’s your own life you’re talking about,” Wanda said as she cocked her head to the side and then started nodding at me. 
 
    “Regardless, it doesn’t change the fact that I shouldn’t be talking about it to anyone—it’s between Roy and me.” I sighed, long and hard. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    Wanda shut her mouth and then took a deep breath. “Maybe it’s just the opposite. Maybe you should talk about it—maybe you should get all your feelings out and all that girly crap everyone goes on about.”  
 
    Bless her, because she was trying. 
 
    I looked at her and sighed again. “We just can’t seem to stop arguing about the tiniest, stupidest things.” 
 
    “Example.” 
 
    “Um,” I responded as I thought about it. Then I looked up at her. “Okay, I was thinking of hiring a sitter so Roy and I could go to that big Valentine’s Day Bash the Stompers are throwing for the supernaturals in town.” 
 
    “Hmm, was I invited?” Wanda asked as she frowned. 
 
    “Of course you were.” 
 
    “I don’t recall getting an invitation.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did. When was the last time you checked your mail?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t check the mail. Libby does. And for all I know, she ate it.” 
 
    Libby was a zombie 1950s housewife Wanda had accidentally raised from the dead, and now Libby was Wanda’s roommate. Libby wasn’t Wanda’s only roommate either—Darla, the ghost who used to haunt my house, also lived with Wanda, owing to the fact that Wanda had somehow managed to make her corporeal.  
 
    “Anyway,” I started. “Now I don’t know if I should even still consider going to the party. I mean, what’s the point if Roy and I are only going to make everyone uncomfortable by bickering with each other—or worse, stewing in silence all night. I’d rather stay home with Finn.” I cracked a grin. “Bridget Jones and a pot of mac n’ cheese sounds pretty good right about now.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you should ask Roy what he wants to do? He’d probably like to stay home instead of putting on a performance for the whole town too.”  
 
    I nodded, but then sighed. “I’m just not sure anymore if Roy and I… have a future.” 
 
    “Just because you’ve been arguing?” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s more to it.” 
 
    “What more to it?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to listen to this?” I asked, trying to give her another out. “I know you hate anything slightly emotional.” 
 
    “While that is true, I am trying to learn how to be a nicer person…” I smiled at that. Whatever Wanda was or wasn’t, she was definitely amusing. “And, I have to admit, your love life going to pieces is quite… interesting.” I gave her a look and she shrugged. “Hey, I’m just honest.” 
 
    “Anyway, getting back to your question… Roy is only middle-aged for a sasquatch and he’ll live a lot longer than I will.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Wanda chided. “You aren’t that old, and it’s not like you’re going to die anytime soon. I mean—you’ve got at least… what, forty years left?” 
 
    “Yeah, and Roy has at least a hundred left. Not to mention the fact that he never had kids and still wants them.” 
 
    “So push out another one… big deal.” 
 
    I gaped at her. “Are you serious?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Having children is the mark of any successful witch,” she answered with a shrug. “We pride ourselves on our ability to procreate.” 
 
    “Yet you don’t have any children of your own.” 
 
    She nodded and appeared a bit dejected in the way she glanced down at the floor. Instantly, I felt bad. “I’m sorry, Wanda.” 
 
    She looked back up at me and shook her head, her smile back in place. “Don’t be. Children aren’t in the cards for everyone and I don’t regret it that they weren’t in the cards for me. I’m happy with my life. Besides, with Libby and Darla, it’s like I’ve got twins.” 
 
    I laughed at that and then remembered our conversation and my laugh died quickly. “I don’t want any more kids, Wanda. Finn is twelve now and pregnancy and dealing with toddlers and all that stuff… I’ve been there done that and I have no interest in repeating any of it.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. I’ve never been there, but I’m sooooo done that.” 
 
    “The point is that Roy should find someone he can have a big family with—it’s what he wants.” 
 
    “This isn’t about what Roy wants. It’s about what you want.” 
 
    “Well, I definitely don’t want to have another child—let alone a bunch of them.”  
 
    “A bunch?” 
 
    I nodded as she made a face. “He wants to have a lot of kids.” 
 
    “I have nightmares about that sort of thing.” 
 
    I caught her eye and laughed as I shook my head. “Talking about nightmares, you want to hear something crazy?” 
 
    “Lay it on me.” 
 
    “The other day, I walked into the house after work and Finn was watching the first Alien movie with Marty, Henner, and RJ. I just happened to walk in on the scene where the alien bursts out of the guy’s chest and I had nightmares about it for a week.” 
 
    She shuddered. “Now I’m gonna be thinking about it for a week.” 
 
    We both laughed until the front door opened again and Fifi walked in. 
 
    As soon as she saw Fifi, Wanda snatched her potions, basket and all, and immediately started for the front door. “Will you look at the time! I’ve gotta go! See you around, Poppy. Put these on my tab, okay?” 
 
    Wanda practically knocked Fifi over in her rush to get out of the store. Fifi gave her a look because it was beyond obvious Wanda was making herself scarce. Ever since Wanda had inadvertently filled the duplex (Fifi used to be her neighbor) with self-propagating mold (that apparently spoke), she and Fifi had been on rocky ground. Not that I blamed Fifi necessarily. I imagined it couldn’t have been easy to live next to Wanda with her unpredictable magic. Once the mold took over the building, it had to be leveled to the ground and both of them had to move out. That was enough for Fifi to decide she’d had it with being Wanda’s neighbor. Now she was living in town somewhere. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked.  
 
    Fifi looked right, then left. She shuffled her feet and knit her fingers together. Finally, she stammered out, “I… uh…. I need your help.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Fifi was a succubus and she magically charmed everyone in the vicinity into losing their minds each time she came around. It wasn’t her fault—it’s just what she was. Her effect on the male of the species was hardwired into her. Interestingly enough, the only men who didn’t appear to be affected by her were Marty and Roy. Maybe they were just used to her overwhelming sexuality after living in the same town with her for years. 
 
    “Okay. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I… uh…” she mumbled. She looked right and left again. For a second, I followed her gaze. I just wasn’t sure what she was looking at, and it was a little unsettling.  
 
    “Yes?” I encouraged her. 
 
    “I’ve got a… big problem.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck. We’re having a Valentine’s Day Special.” I swiveled around the counter and headed for the nearest shelf. “If it’s a problem with a love interest, you might want to try…..” 
 
    “No!” She lunged for me and grabbed my arm. Her fingers dug into my flesh so hard, I winced. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she said as she dropped my arm and I took a step away from her, rubbing the offended appendage. I’d never seen her like this before—like she was completely scared out of her mind. “None of those will work,” she finished in a softer tone. “It’s not that kind of problem.”  
 
    Hmm, this was interesting because where Fifi was concerned, it was always that kind of problem. Even though Fifi was a succubus, she was absolutely useless when it came to men and couldn’t hold on to a relationship to save her life. 
 
    She went back to rubbing her palms and fidgeting. “I need something special—something different... something that will actually work.” 
 
    “Okay, well, if you tell me—”  
 
    “If you have something that works… I’ll pay any price. I mean it. Anything.” 
 
    “Okay... well, if I knew what the problem was, I might know what to do about it.” 
 
    She looked around again—as if she was expecting someone to magically appear out of the ether. And, who knew, maybe she was? “Not here. I can’t tell you here.” 
 
    “Fifi, it’s just the two of us,” I pointed out, looking around. “No one else is here.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said staunchly, shaking her head. “It’s too… out in the open. Too obvious. I shouldn’t… I shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    “Where and when would you like to talk about whatever is bothering you?” I wanted to help her—I really did. As a gypsy who brewed potions for people’s ailments, helping people was in my blood—it was what I did. And Fifi was no different, even if I was still fairly sure whatever was troubling her was probably going to be… ridiculous.  
 
    “Later—tonight.” 
 
    “I close up shop at five and then I have to…” 
 
    “No!” she blurted out, startling me into silence. “We can’t meet here. We can’t meet anywhere in town.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll meet you at your house tonight… at nine.” 
 
    “Nine!” I repeated, shaking my head. “That’s late, Fifi. I mean… Finn has school tomorrow, and he’s usually in bed at nine.” Not to mention, I was usually in bed around the same time. Man, I really sounded like an old lady or like Sandy when she was wearing that yellow outfit… 
 
    Hmm.  
 
    “Perfect,” Fifi answered with a clipped nod. “Finn needs to be asleep so we won’t get interrupted.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, figuring that was a good point. Then I considered another good point. “If you’ve gotten yourself into trouble, Fifi, I don’t want to bring that trouble to my house or to my son.” 
 
    “No, we’ll be safe there. No one would think to come to your house.” 
 
    Before I could ask who ‘no one’ was, Fifi gripped my hand.  
 
    “You can’t tell anybody about this. You can’t tell anyone I came in here or that I was talking to you.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, frowning as she released me. Before I could say anything else, she turned on her toes and hurried to the front of the store. She called over her shoulder, “I’ll meet you under that weeping willow east of your house.” 
 
    “That’s right next to the… graveyard.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was nearly closing time and I’d already served over twenty customers. It was looking like the day would be a successful one, and I was nearly through my stock of Courting Oil. I’d have to whip up some more tonight.  
 
    As it was, I was currently waiting on one of my favorite of Haven Hollow’s residents—our very own handsome vampire, Lorcan Rowe.  
 
    “Lorcan,” I started in a warning tone as I handed the bag across the counter, almost pulling it back again. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    Lorcan Rowe, Haven Hollow’s resident Michelangelo Greek vampire statue, grinned at me and pressed his ivory hand to his non-existent heart. He was strikingly handsome, but I’d never been attracted to him. Instead, we had a wonderful friendship, for which I was very grateful.  
 
    Besides, Lorcan was completely obsessed with Wanda—part of that obsession was owing to the fact that he hadn’t turned her into a vampire completely—she was still a witch, but now had the added benefits of death magic, provided by Lorcan’s blood. Apparently, when a vampire bestows his ‘kiss’ on someone, if he doesn’t fully see to her transition, it will eventually drive him crazy. At the moment, Wanda and Lorcan were trying to figure out a way to return Lorcan’s kiss to him, without Wanda needing to become a vampire in the process. She detested that idea, and I didn’t blame her. 
 
    “Of course it’s a good idea!” 
 
    “Lorcan, I really don’t think,” I started but his vehement ‘tsking’ and head shaking interrupted. 
 
    “‘Tis the season to be smarmy and what better way to be such than to shower the lady of my affections with the attention she deserves? It’s the perfect Valentine’s Day idea.” 
 
    “Okay, but… Amore’ Oil is a very strong potion, Lorcan, and it’s not out of the realm of possibility for people to start obsessing about you and following you around.” 
 
    Lorcan leaned in closer. “My dear, I desire nothing more than for Wanda to obsess over me, follow me around and basically haunt my every moment.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I pushed the bag into his grasp, not really having any other options. I mean, he’d already paid for the potion inside. “Just so we’re clear, Lorcan, I won’t be able to keep this a secret from Wanda.” 
 
    “Come now, Poppy dearest,” he started, but it was me shaking my head that interrupted him this time. 
 
    “Don’t try and pull that smarmy stuff with me.” 
 
    “Oh, I would never!” 
 
    “Wanda is a friend of mine and I won’t lie to her about you using one of my potions to soften her affections towards you—if her affections can even be softened—which is debatable.” The more I thought about it, the more I decided I needed to tell her just what her vampire landlord was planning. “If I don’t tell her, she’s going to think she’s temporarily taken leave of her senses—or permanently taken leave of them, depending on what your plans are.” 
 
    “Well, then, by all means, Poppy, my dear, tell her post haste!” he exclaimed just as sincerely, which didn’t put my mind at rest in the slightest. “I would never ask you to keep a secret from Wanda, or from anyone else, for that matter. Your character is unassailable as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Now you’re making me nervous.” I waved toward the door, but I couldn’t help laughing at the sheer lunacy of his desperation to get Wanda to like him more than she currently did. And as to how much she actually did like him? I wasn’t really sure. I knew he drove her nuts, but he drove everyone nuts. At the same time, though, he was charming and he was handsome and I’d caught her giving him the eye on more than one occasion. “Get out of here before I change my mind.” 
 
    He shut his eyes, bowed from the waist just like the gallant gentleman he was when he was turned into an undead, and headed for the exit. “Thank you again, Poppy, dearest.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I called after him. “Good luck.” 
 
    I almost turned back to the counter to finish wrapping a bunch of potion bottles in bubble wrap. Since I’d opened my store, I’d gotten quite a few mail orders to different parts of the state and even farther afield. It felt good to know word about Poppy’s Potions was spreading. 
 
    I almost turned back to the counter, that is, until Fifi blasted through the door, hard enough to tear it off its hinges. The bells that told me a customer arrived didn’t just jingle, they practically shattered the glass of the door as they were thrown against it. 
 
    She charged the counter and almost hurdled right over it. “I have to talk to you, Poppy! This is an emergency!” 
 
    “What happened to meeting under the willow tree tonight so no one would overhear us?” 
 
    Fifi shook her head and did her best to catch her breath. “There’s no time to lose! I have to talk to you now—this minute!” 
 
    I glanced at the clock. “Can’t you wait fifteen minutes? I’m about to close up.” 
 
    Her features spasmed, and she cast a desperate glance around the store. “Can… can you close early? There’s no one here.” 
 
    I shrugged as I considered it. “It’s almost closing time, anyway. I might as well.” Then I walked over to the door to lock it and turned the Open sign backward, as I called over my shoulder, “Closing up won’t take me too long. I just need to balance the register and clean up a few things.” 
 
    But Fifi rushed me and seized my arm again. “I don’t have time to wait for you to close up! Hurry, Poppy, please! It’s a matter of life and death!” 
 
    I shook her off and took a step back, because I still wasn’t sure what to make of all this business. Fifi and I were just casual acquaintances—we weren’t close by any stretch of the imagination so her randomly showing up, twice in one day, and demanding my help was… strange, to say the least. And, I still wasn’t sure how involved I wanted to get. Word on the street about Fifi was that she was nice enough, but she was like a sponge for drama. And that was the last thing I wanted in my life. I was definitely of the belief that it was best to surround oneself with positivity and positively minded people—just like that old saying goes—you are the company you keep.  
 
    As a gypsy, I was very, very susceptible to people’s moods—it’s like I absorbed them. So, I had to be careful about just what I was absorbing. I looked at her and frowned. “You said that earlier, but don’t you think you’re being a little melodramatic?” 
 
    “No, I’m not!” 
 
    “Fifi, you survived the day, so I think you can survive another ten minutes while I close the store.” 
 
    “No! I need your help now!” 
 
    I almost put my foot down. You learn a few things from raising a child for twelve years. Dealing with histrionic tantrums, so-called life-and-death emergencies, and demands for immediate intervention are just a few of those things. I could safely call myself an expert in telling Fifi (or any other hysterical person) to take a massive chill pill, but when I noticed the expression on her face, I changed my mind. 
 
    Her left cheek spasmed and she bit her lip as she attempted to hold back her tears. She kept searching the store as if she were looking for something—but whatever that something was, it wasn’t there. She really did look like she was dealing with a life-and-death emergency—or her latest romantic catastrophe, which might pass for life-and-death if you were a succubus. 
 
    She was really upset—far more upset than I’d ever seen her before. She might not be my first choice of social companion, but I couldn’t ignore such a desperate plea for help and she did keep saying I was the only person who could help her. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go somewhere we can talk.” 
 
    The minute I said as much, she burst into tears. I led her behind the counter, where I kept a box of Kleenex. She covered her face with both hands so I had to steer her like a blind woman, but her sobs didn’t slacken. If anything, they got worse—as though she’d been holding them in for a long time. 
 
    Most people would have probably considered Fifi to be a ruthless soul-crusher with little to no feeling. What else could you think of a succubus—a demon—who preyed on men as they slept and sucked their sexual passions against their will? 
 
    A pang of guilt stung my conscience when I admitted to myself that maybe I, too, had been guilty of this type of stereotypical thinking—I mean, she was a demon! Yet, I’d never really considered how hard it must be to live her life: to be so attracted to men (your life literally depending on that attraction) and yet, not be able to keep a steady boyfriend… ever? 
 
    I took her to my tiny back office, parked her in my chair behind the desk, and locked the door. Then I sat on the desk and braced myself. “Okay. We’re alone now. No one can hear us, so why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    Fifi raised her head and ran her wrist across her nose. Her bloodshot eyes streamed with tears, but even so, she was still beyond gorgeous. She never wore makeup, as far as I could tell, but she didn’t need to because her skin was flawless, minus the few lines around her eyes. Fifi was in her late thirties or early forties, but she could have passed for early thirties. She had this aura of natural beauty that surrounded her—like nothing was fake, not even her ample bustline. Or her impossibly silver hair that reached her waist. And her lashes really were that long... Her cheeks were pink, her teeth white and straight, her lips plump and perfectly shaped.  
 
    “It’s my brother, Angelo. We’ve been fighting for weeks.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows lift of their own accord because I hadn’t expected this situation to have anything to do with family. “Fighting? How do you mean?” 
 
    She sniffed and started talking faster. “You know how I’m in the process of buying out Ophelia’s stock in Hallowed Realty?” 
 
    I nodded. Fifi was a realtor at Hallowed Realty while she also worked as a waitress at Roy’s restaurant and bar, the Half-Moon Grill. Once Wanda had done away with Ophelia, Fifi had decided to take over Hallowed Realty. So, none of this was news. 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    Fifi nodded and swiped her face again. “Well, I was going to reopen the agency later this year. I was going to rename it Hallowed Homes.” 
 
    “That sounds nice, and I think it’s a great idea. Good for you.” 
 
    She shook her head and then started crying all over again. “I wasn’t going to run things the way Ophelia did though…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I want to protect Haven Hollow as much as anybody. I just… don’t think we have to endanger humans to do it. And you know how Ophelia felt about humans.” 
 
    I did—Ophelia hated humans and her ultimate goal was to drive all of them out so Haven Hollow would be a town of supernaturals only.  
 
    “Go on,” I prodded. “Why are you and your brother fighting?” 
 
    “Because, I don’t agree with Ophelia. As far as I’m concerned, there’s room in town for everyone, but Angelo doesn’t see it that way! He’s furious because I won’t let him go back to his old ways.” 
 
    I didn’t know Angelo really at all. I’d never even laid eyes on him before. But Wanda had told me he had a reputation as a womanizer, which wasn’t a surprise considering he was an incubus—a male sexual demon. Not only that, but Wanda had also said he wasn’t exactly an upstanding or model citizen of Haven Hollow. I had a feeling I was about to find out why. “What old ways are those?”  
 
    Fifi glanced toward the locked door and her expression changed to one mixed between murderous rage and abject terror. “He’s the best realtor on Ophelia’s team—at least, he used to be… when Ophelia was still… alive.” She took a deep breath and started worrying her bottom lip, looking like she was going to give in to another fit any second. 
 
    “You’ve got this, Fifi, keep going.” 
 
    She nodded. “Angelo has been at loose ends ever since Ophelia… died, er, became a statue in Wanda’s yard…” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But Angelo got all excited when I said I was going to reopen the agency.” 
 
    “Okay, so why are you both upset with each other?” 
 
    She looked up at me then with huge eyes full of tears. “Because Angelo uses his position as an agent to feed.” 
 
    My eyes bugged. “Feed? You mean….?” 
 
    She nodded, looking more miserable than ever. “He’s an incubus, so he has to feed off the sexual energy of women the same way I have to feed off the sexual energy of men.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I cringed and barely stopped myself from looking away. “Oh.” 
 
    “And he’s never had an issue before because Angelo is really attractive and charming and women just… they can’t resist him.” Kind of like men couldn’t resist her. Well, except for Marty and Roy, anyway.  
 
    “So, what does that have to do with Hallowed Homes?” 
 
    “Well, when Ophelia was in charge, Angelo would sweet-talk the wives of couples who wanted to buy or sell their homes. She turned a blind eye to whatever he was doing—and what he was doing was just terrible, Poppy! He is single-handedly responsible for more divorces and breakups than any person in Haven Hollow!” 
 
    “Why would Ophelia turn a blind eye to it?” 
 
    “Because she knew if those couples got divorced, their houses would go on the market, and she could make sure only supernaturals moved in.” 
 
    “Then Angelo targeted human women?” 
 
    She nodded. “Ophelia and he had some sort of deal set up, I think. She allowed him to feed and do his dirty work, and in return he targeted married women with the intention of breaking up their marriages so the house listings would go to Hallowed Realty.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. This was getting creepier by the minute. “Okay. I’m with you so far… So what caused the conflict between you two?” 
 
    “Well, like I said, Angelo worked for Ophelia.” 
 
    “But…. you said you would stop whatever deal they had going?” 
 
    She nodded again, and her voice spiked into a shrill screech. “Right. I told him I wouldn’t allow him to continue targeting women with the hopes of breaking up their marriages. I just… it’s wrong, Poppy! And I can’t have that stain on my new business. I want Hallowed Homes to be different!” 
 
    “Well, I agree with you, but I’m guessing Angelo didn’t?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t!” she wailed, throwing her face into her hands again. “Angelo is on the warpath and he found out my secret and now he’s going to ruin everything! He’ll ruin me if I don’t come up with some way out of this quick!” 
 
    “Your secret? What secret?” 
 
    She inhaled deeply and then was quiet for a few seconds. Clearly, whatever this secret was, it was a doozy. When she looked up at me, her eyes were glassy, but it appeared she’d cried herself out of tears. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to fulfill the requirements for a… a witch’s spell.” 
 
    “A witch’s spell?” I repeated, immediately thinking this didn’t sound good. 
 
    She nodded. “If I can stay abstinent for five years and complete a series of rituals, I’ll be able to remove the succubus from my spirit.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” I asked, shaking my head. “How can you remove something from yourself when that something is yourself?” 
 
    “My body isn’t a demon, Poppy, it’s my soul that is.” 
 
    “Okay, then how can you remove something that’s part of your soul, that makes you who you are?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know exactly but I’ve been assured it’s possible, and if it’s possible, I have to try.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “This doesn’t sound safe.” She didn’t respond, so I continued. “What will that mean if you remove the succubus from your soul?” 
 
    She shrugged again. “Just that I’d become human… or as close to human as I can be.” 
 
    I blinked at her in stunned shock. All this time, I thought I knew who and what she was and yet… I didn’t know the half of it. 
 
    “So… in order to do this, you have to remain abstinent?” I managed to try to curb my surprise, at least a little. My brain was still reeling over the hows and whys this was even possible and I had to admit, I still hadn’t wrapped my mind around it. “Isn’t that… you know… kind of impossible?” 
 
    She nodded. “I still need to feed, yes, but I can feed without having sex. I can feed off someone’s lust for me, their vitality and life energy.” 
 
    The blood rushed to my cheeks. I wasn’t really good with these sorts of conversations and I definitely wasn’t good with them with women I barely knew. “Oh. I see.” 
 
    “If Angelo stops this spell I’m working so hard for, I’m sunk.” 
 
    I held up my hand and shook my head. “I’m… I’m just not fully understanding all of this, Fifi,” I started as I clenched my eyes shut and tried to make my brain work. 
 
    “What part don’t you understand?” 
 
    I opened my eyes again and focused on her. “You plan to do a witch’s spell to destroy your succubus nature?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea? I mean, you are a succubus. If you stop being one, don’t you cease to exist?” 
 
    “I won’t die, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure what I’m asking.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, as I understand it, I would be human with leftover magic. Apparently, you can’t completely take the magic out of someone. So while I’d be losing my succubus nature, I’d still have… like the echo of magic.” 
 
    “So would that make you more than human?” 
 
    “I think so. I might become something like a siren or a fairy or something like that. The literature isn’t ultra-clear on that point.” 
 
    “Um, isn’t that kind of important?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’d rather be anything than what I am right now.” 
 
    “Fifi,” I started. 
 
    “The effect of the spell is different,” she interrupted. “Depending on the succubus involved—it’s not a one size fits all type thing. From what I’ve been told, I’ll probably wind up having an unnaturally long life and I’ll have the same aura of seduction I do now—I just won’t need to feed off the energy of men in order to survive. And men won’t be as gaga over me as they are now.” 
 
    “Okay, I understand that.” 
 
    “I hate what I am, Poppy. I always have. It just… it seems so wrong to feed off someone else in order to live.” 
 
    Lorcan didn’t seem to have a problem with it, but I kept that thought to myself. “While I do understand your point, Fifi, I just worry about you trying this spell when you don’t know the exact effects it will have on you. I mean, I can’t imagine you’ll get away unscathed when you’re basically amputating your very nature.” I took a breath as her shoulders drooped. “I can understand why being a succubus might not be the greatest thing in the world, but it can’t be THAT bad. Can it?” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” she said as she started shaking her head again and looked up at me with imploring eyes. “It is that bad! It’s horrible. It’s the reason why I’ve never known real love from a man and probably never will.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Think about it. Every man is attracted to me because of what I am. But, no man has ever known the real me—no man has ever cared to know the real me. All they see is the outside of me—this shell,” she continued as she glanced down at herself, shaking her head. Then she sighed and looked up at me again. “Every man I meet is driven by this blind sexual need they have towards me and that’s it.” She took a breath. “Do you know no man has ever asked me about my dreams and my hopes and what matters most to me in life?” Then she shook her head. “I mean, Roy has but that’s just because he’s my boss and my friend, so he tries to make me feel better. And Marty always asks how I am, but they’re the only ones.” 
 
    That brought up an interesting subject. “Why are they both… immune to your abilities?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have no clue.” 
 
    I nodded, not really sure what else to say on the subject of Marty or Roy—Marty I knew was what’s called a ‘null’ which basically meant he was immune to magic of all sorts. Roy, though, remained a mystery. Obviously, I was pleased to know Roy wasn’t subject to Fifi’s beyond overt sexuality, but for some reason, I was equally pleased to know Marty wasn’t either. I mean, of course there was nothing between Marty and me—we were just very close friends, but… there was no but.  
 
    “Sorry I interrupted you,” I started with a smile. “Please continue.” 
 
    Fifi nodded as she looked up at me. “Once Angelo found out about my plans for Hallowed Homes and how I won’t support his awful ways, all he could think about was vengeance.” 
 
    “Vengeance? Against you?” She nodded. “But, he’s your brother!” 
 
    “Don’t forget, he’s also a demon. Anyway, he must have been spying on me and he found out about what I’m trying to do. Of course, trying to tear the succubus side out of me opened its own can of worms and now Angelo is hell-bent, no pun intended, to stop me from completing the spell.” 
 
    “Well, I understand that.”  
 
    Fifi shook her head. “It’s not because he’s worried about me. It’s because my family would suffer huge mortification and embarrassment in the demon community if I did this to myself. Anyway, Angelo told the whole family and they all hit the roof, too. They think completing the spell and becoming human—or close to it—is shameful and abstaining from sex is a disgrace and an abomination to our line.” She took a deep breath and then started shaking her head again, the tears returning in earnest. “Angelo got them all on his side—I never even had a chance to explain mine.” 
 
    “Well, couldn’t you just call them and explain?” 
 
    She shook her head even harder. “No, my family isn’t prone to logical conversations. I already know they plan to drag me back home and expose me to so much temptation that I’ll HAVE to do it.” 
 
    “Have to do it?” 
 
    “Have sex.” 
 
    “Oh.” Then I thought more about that. “What… exactly does that mean, Fifi?” 
 
    “It means they’ll push partners on me I don’t want. My streak of abstinence will be broken and I’ll be back to where I started. All the patience, suffering, and deprivation I put into this spell will go to waste.” 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine what that would be like—her family would basically be pimping her out. It was gross and beyond wrong. And there was no way I was going to let that happen while I still had breath in my body. 
 
    “How much longer do you have to stay abstinent?” 
 
    “Well...” She looked up at the ceiling, doing some mental arithmetic. “I started two months ago, so a little more than four and three-quarters years.” 
 
    My jaw dropped all over again. “Over four years?!” 
 
    She nodded down at her tightly knit fingers. “You have no idea how hard the last two months have been. I never thought it would be this difficult to fight my own nature. Sometimes I wonder if I can even make it another day, let alone four years.” 
 
    My knees wobbled at the sheer enormity of what she was trying to accomplish. It just seemed… impossible. And, yet, here she was, believing she could do it, taking it day by day. I had new respect for her, and that respect made me want to help her even more than I already did.  
 
    Not to mention the fact that I felt sick to my stomach over her predicament—how could her family actually enable random men to use her, just to make sure she remained a succubus? It was sick. “Fifi, are you sure your family would,” I started but her angry expression shut me right up. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure! Angelo told me what they have in store for me.” 
 
    “Is that why you came into the store so frantic? You looked like you were scared out of your mind.” 
 
    She nodded. “They’ve tried to kidnap me twice already. I’ve basically been in hiding, staying at hotel rooms in and out of Haven Hollow. Right before I came to find you, a black van pulled up on the street beside me and a man I didn’t recognize jumped out and tried to grab me but I fought like hell to get away and the first place I thought to come… was here.” 
 
    I sank down on my knees in front of her and squeezed her hands as I looked at her and really started to understand her plight. “I’m so sorry! I don’t even know what to say, Fifi.” 
 
    She wrenched her twisted fingers in her lap until her knuckles went white. When she finally forced herself to meet my gaze, her eyes swam with tears. “Say you’ll help me. I don’t know where else to turn or what else to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed. “I’m definitely going to help you.” I paused. “I just need to figure out how.” 
 
    “I never wanted any of this, you know,” she choked. “I never wanted to be a sex object.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I just want a normal life. I just want a chance at real happiness like everyone else has. I want to love someone and I want him to love me back… for me, for who I am on the inside.” Her voice broke as she patted the area above her heart. “I want someone who cares about me for something more than just my ability to seduce them. I want to find my One.” 
 
    “Let’s say you remained a succubus, and you did find your person, and you knew he loved you for you,” I started. The expression on her face said she didn’t imagine that situation ever happening, but she humored me by listening. “Then would it be so bad to remain a succubus?” 
 
    She nodded. “If he were human, he would eventually die from me feeding off him.” 
 
    “Oh.” I cleared my throat. “And if he weren’t human?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Shifters, the fae, and sasquatches wouldn’t be drained to death, but they might just feel… tired all the time. Either way, no one is signing up for that.” 
 
    “Right. And vampires?” The only vampire I knew of was Lorcan, and he was completely overwhelmed by his feelings for Wanda, so I didn’t consider him a candidate, but the question still remained. 
 
    “Vampires wouldn’t be able to sustain me because they have no life energy to drain—they’re already dead, you know?” 
 
    “And shifters?” 
 
    “They have strict rules about cross-species mating and some can’t mate outside their own species at all. They hate succubae anyway because we’re demons and everyone sort of considers us the lowest on the totem pole.” She took a breath as I took one, too. 
 
    “Sasquatches?” I asked in a mouse voice. 
 
    Fifi shook her head again, and a feeling of relief sailed through me. “Sasquatches would demand that I join their family in their ancestral home, deep in the woods. That would mean I’d basically be isolating myself in the mountains in the middle of nowhere and I couldn’t stand that. I need the city.” 
 
    My mind flew to Roy. Dating a sasquatch had its share of challenges at the best of times, and things hadn’t even gotten very serious between the two of us… yet. If they did and we got married someday, would he ask me to live in the deep woods, too? I didn’t think I could stand that any better than Fifi could. And I knew Finn would hate it. 
 
    A weighty feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. There was another reason why this romance between Roy and me was probably over before it had ever even begun. 
 
    “Can you help me, Poppy?” Fifi asked, pulling my attention away from my own predicament. 
 
    I nodded, but I couldn’t think of exactly what I could do. Instead, I played the conversation back through my mind, trying to find some angle that might make the proverbial lightbulb go off over my head. “You said you have succubus blood, or there’s succubus in your soul…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you mean you’re not ALL succubus?” 
 
    “I’m half-human. If I was all succubus, eliminating the succubus spirit would definitely kill me. As it is, when I remove the succubus spirit, the human side will be left and whatever magical residue.” 
 
    “That’s right. Hmm…” I straightened up and sat down behind the desk again as I tried to search for an answer to her quandary. “All right. Let’s look at all our available options here.” I wasn’t really sure just what those available options were. “Have you spoken to anyone on the Council about Angelo?” 
 
    Fifi nodded. “That was the first thing I did. Interspecies politics don’t count in a Hollow, but if someone has a problem with anyone in their own species, you have to deal with those problems in-house. That means the Council wouldn’t do anything. I was told to take care of my issues myself first.” 
 
    “Was that when Ophelia was on the board?” 
 
    Fifi nodded. “Yes, but that wasn’t Ophelia’s rule. It’s in the charter of the Council.” She took a breath. “They can only intervene if my family tries to kill me and Angelo doesn’t want me dead, so the Council’s hands are tied.” 
 
    I frowned. “That isn’t at all helpful.” 
 
    “Removing my succubus side is the only way out of this, Poppy. I’ve already looked into every other option and I’ve come to realize there aren’t any other ones.” 
 
    I nodded as I breathed in through my nose and out through my mouth. “I’m still not convinced that removing your succubus nature is the right thing to do. It just… it doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “It’s the only way. I wouldn’t undertake the spell without checking every other option first.” 
 
    “I know, and I believe you. I just want to tread cautiously. I don’t like the idea of you altering your nature so drastically, especially when we really don’t know what the side effects will be or what you might end up as.” 
 
    “This is the only way,” she insisted again. “Removing my succubus is the only way to stop my family from coming after me—once I’m human, they’ll turn their backs on me. Angelo told me as much in an attempt to scare me, but he didn’t realize that’s exactly what I want them to do. My succubus spirit is the only way they can control me. As soon as I complete the spell, they won’t be able to touch me.” 
 
    “I can understand wanting to emancipate yourself from a family that would force you into doing unspeakable things. I don’t blame you for that at all.” 
 
    Fifi stole a peek at me from under her bangs. “I’ve tried everything I could think of and I came up with blanks. That’s why I came to you, because I was fresh out of ideas.” 
 
    I nodded. “Fifi, there must be side-effects if you go through with this. I mean, I just can’t imagine that you could remove this part of you and you wouldn’t pay for it in some way.” 
 
    There was a look in her eyes that said I was onto something. She took her time in responding and when she did, her voice was soft. “I know I won’t have the same amount of… energy, because I will have essentially pulled out a part of myself and the succubus part of me is… dynamic.” 
 
    “So what does that mean?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll probably feel weak and exhausted—maybe for a few months afterwards or maybe… for life. But I won’t die, no matter how weak I get. I mean… I won’t die until it’s my time to go.” 
 
    “Fifi, that sounds terrible! That would be a horrible way to live.” I motioned to her as I continued to shake my head. “You’re so healthy…” 
 
    A tear streaked down her cheek again, and her voice twisted. “I can’t live like this anymore! I can’t stand being this energy vampire. I’m no better than a real vampire who sucks blood—we both are just parasites, living off the life fuel of others. And I hate it.” 
 
    No matter how I tried to argue there was another way, I was starting to believe maybe there wasn’t. “I’ll help you, but if there is any way we can resolve this without performing the spell, we’ll try that first, okay?” 
 
    “There is no other way, but the spell.” 
 
    “That you know of so far,” I nearly interrupted her. “All I’m asking is that you be open if we do find some other… possibility for you, okay?” 
 
    She nodded, but didn’t seem convinced.  
 
    “We’ll only consent to you doing the spell as a last resort,” I finished. Even as I said the words, I couldn’t help but think about the fact that five years was a long, long time to go without sex, even for a non-succubus. If Fifi was struggling after two months, I didn’t hold out much hope for her going the distance.  
 
    Even if she did manage to make it, a lot could happen in five years. That meant there was no guarantee she’d perform the spell anyway, even if she was convinced it was what she wanted. Furthermore, how was she hoping to hide away from her family for that long? Clearly, she’d have to move out of Haven Hollow, and she hadn’t even broached that subject. 
 
    Fifi reached out and took my hand, smiling broadly. “Thank you so much. You don’t know how grateful I am for your help. I was going out of my mind not knowing what to do.” 
 
    She stood up and threw her arms around my neck. A rush of warm energy flooded me at the touch of her curvy body against mine. I’d never experienced anything like it from a woman before, but she could tempt anyone, no matter which sex they were. 
 
    I started to stiffen against her embrace, but then I remembered. She wasn’t coming on to me—far from it. She was in trouble and I promised to help her… somehow. I made myself soften into her embrace as I reminded myself she needed a friend—a real friend. I might not be able to solve all her problems, in fact, I was very cloudy where that subject was concerned, but I could be her friend.  
 
    I owed her that much. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Marty pushed his chair under the table and helped his friend, Bailey, out of her seat. Bailey was a psychic and worked at a place called the Spook Society, which was a bunch of psychics who helped out in cases, both personal and police-related.  
 
    “You kids behave yourselves,” Marty said as he looked at me and gave me a broad smile which was always more endearing, owing to his underbite. “We’ll catch you on the flipside.” 
 
    “See you around,” Roy called after him. 
 
    I laughed under my breath as I watched Marty and Bailey leave the Half-Moon Bar and Grill. “Catch you on the flipside? Who actually talks like that anymore?”  
 
    “Marty and his looney friends. That’s who,” Roy answered, and his tone surprised me. I mean, I could always tell Marty was jealous of my relationship with Roy—mainly because he insisted on referring to Roy as ‘Roid’ whenever the sasquatch wasn’t around. But, I wasn’t sure why Roy would return the same almost… antagonistic feelings.  
 
    Men. 
 
    Roy picked up the check and scanned it, apparently making sure his people had itemized everything correctly. Even as he looked at it and I looked at him, I detected his sharp eyes skipping around the restaurant every few seconds. 
 
    For a fleeting instant, those eyes glanced over to Fifi, who was delivering a huge load of food to the booth next to ours. Since I’d spread the word about Angelo trying to kidnap her to our small group of friends, everyone had agreed to keep an extra close eye on her.  
 
    That was why we decided to hold this double-date at the Half-Moon and not some other restaurant. Roy would have been more than glad to be an anonymous guest at another establishment, but his protective nature took over. It was one of the things I really liked about him. 
 
    Roy watched Fifi pass the dishes to four guys sitting at the table in front of her. The one on the end nearest her was her most recent beau, a guy named Colin—that’s what Roy had deduced anyway, owing to his excellent sasquatch hearing. Apparently, they’d been going out for a few weeks. I was surprised she hadn’t mentioned him when she’d had her breakdown in my shop. But, then I also figured they hadn’t been together long and she probably assumed he wouldn’t be around much longer. Either way, I couldn’t say I was that interested in the subject.  
 
    Colin didn’t look any the worse for his experience of dating a succubus—there weren’t any deep circles under his eyes, or premature lines. He didn’t look exhausted or even tired. Maybe Fifi wasn’t feeding on him? She definitely wasn’t having sex with him, if what she’d told me earlier was true.  
 
    I started to say something to Roy about Henner and RJ, Marty’s supernatural mystery trackers who worked with him on ghost related cases. They were also my friends and I relied on them quite often to babysit Finn, who adored them both. Their exploits catching ghosts and recording paranormal phenomena were notorious in Haven Hollow, and they were something close to royalty with my twelve-year-old son. I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather have watching him—except maybe Marty.  
 
    The guys at the next table cut off my train of thought by laughing loudly. They’d been getting rowdier by the minute and other patrons turned to stare. Roy scowled even blacker. I didn’t like where this was going. 
 
    Fifi put down the last few dishes she was holding, said something to the group, and sashayed off toward the bar. Her buxom rear swayed in a sultry, sensuous strut that distracted everyone in the building. It even seemed to sidetrack Roy for a split second, before he remembered himself. 
 
    Is he really as immune to her charms as she thinks? I wondered, feeling the stirrings of jealousy in my gut. I had to take a deep breath and remind myself I was being petty. Fifi couldn’t help the fact that she was stunningly gorgeous. And she needed my help.  
 
    Her glistening silver hair undulated down her back to her rounded, pert derriere, and I swallowed my gloom with my Diet Coke. 
 
    “Now if I could only get a piece of that, I’d be a happy man,” I heard Colin say as he watched Fifi walk away.  
 
    I glanced at Roy, and his jaw was tight. 
 
    “Quit talking trash,” one of Colin’s friends chimed in as they both laughed and took another few swallows of whatever they were drinking. Clearly, they had no idea how loud they were, or maybe they just didn’t care.  
 
    “If only you could get a piece of it?” The friend continued. “Dude, you’re getting it every night.” 
 
    “That’s what you’d think, right?” 
 
    “Um, I’d think a girl who throws it around the way she does must be giving it up as much as you want her to… and maybe even more,” the friend laughed. 
 
    “Yeah right,” Colin replied with a shrug as he shook his head. “She won’t put out… at all.” 
 
    The friend laughed at him. “Come on.” 
 
    “No, I’m ready to call it quits. She’s nothing but a damn tease and it’s getting frustrating.” 
 
    “Roy,” I said in a low warning as he started to get out of his seat. “It’s not our fight.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded, staying put and downing three gulps of his beer. 
 
    “Pass her number my way if you break it off,” the friend urged. “I want a shot at that.” 
 
    I glanced over at Roy again, but before I could open my mouth, Fifi stormed over to the table and flung a drink in Colin’s face! Liquid splashed into his eyes and ice cubes bounced off his cheeks, landing on the table in front of him. 
 
    He reared back with a surprised yell. “What the hell!” 
 
    “Get out, you piece of trash!” Fifi bellowed as she stood there panting, her arms crossed against her chest. “Get out of here and don’t come back!” 
 
    “You crazy bitch!” Colin roared as he pushed away from the table, his whole front covered in whatever she threw at him. “You ruined my best jacket!” 
 
    “I heard every word you just said,” Fifi countered as she glared at him and I felt a surge of pride for her even as I wondered how she’d heard him because she hadn’t been near their table. I had to wonder if she had advanced hearing like Roy did.  
 
    “You want to dump me?” she continued. “I’ll make it easy for you. Leave and never come back. And while you’re at it, delete my number.” She took a breath and that was when I realized she was shaking—I could see it in her hands. “If you ever come near me again, I’ll get Roy to set you straight. I don’t need a douchebag for a boyfriend.” 
 
    Colin clenched his teeth and narrowed his eyes as he took a step closer to her, but Roy was already on his feet. In the space of a few seconds, Roy stepped between Fifi and Colin, towering over the other man by at least a head.  
 
    “You heard the lady,” he rumbled in a low bass. “Consider yourselves banned from the Half-Moon, whether Fifi is working or not.” 
 
    “You can’t…!” Colin blurted out. 
 
    Roy arched one eyebrow at him. “I’m the owner. I can do whatever the hell I want.” 
 
    Roy squared his shoulders and made himself appear even broader, if that was possible. Colin shrank before Roy’s enormous bulk, and I didn’t imagine he could even see Fifi with Roy in the way.  
 
    Colin gulped and backed down as his friends slithered out of the booth, and one of them tapped his elbow. “Let’s go, man.” 
 
    They left the bar, and Roy watched them leave before he turned to Fifi and his expression softened obviously. “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded, but her lower lip trembled and tears stood on her eyelashes. She darted away, towards the kitchen, without saying anything. I stood up and hurried after her. 
 
    Pushing through the kitchen door, I didn’t spot her anywhere. So, I ventured further back into the office, the breakroom, and then the bathroom before I finally found her. She was hunched on the floor between some shelves in the very backmost corner of the storage basement. She hugged her knees and rocked back and forth while she sobbed. 
 
    I sank down on the floor next to her. “You did the right thing by dumping him, Fifi, and I was really proud of you for the way you handled that. You did awesome and he deserved every ounce of whatever that was you threw at him.” 
 
    “It was a rum and coke I was supposed to deliver to the next table over.” 
 
    “Well, it served its purpose much better in Colin’s face,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    She nodded but then broke down again. “I know he’s a jerk so why do I feel so crappy?” 
 
    “Because dating and relationships aren’t easy. But, the point is that you didn’t deserve any of that and no man should ever talk about any woman like that. Fifi, that guy was a total creep.” 
 
    “They’re all like that,” she said as she choked on her own tears.  
 
    “No, they aren’t,” I said, shaking my head. “Roy isn’t like that and neither is Marty, Henner or RJ. There are still good men out there, Fifi. You have to believe that.” 
 
    “I’m just… I’m so afraid I won’t make it nearly five more years and yet, getting rid of the succubus within me is the only way I’m ever going to find true love, Poppy.” She dropped her attention to her hands as she shook her head. “Who am I kidding? Everyone knows what I am.” 
 
    “Did Colin?” 
 
    As far as I could tell, he was human and there was a strict code whereby supernaturals in Haven Hollow kept their… conditions to themselves. Humans weren’t supposed to know we existed.  
 
    “No, of course not,” she said as she shook her head. “I just meant… everyone seems to think I’m easy, that I’ll just sleep with anyone.” Then she sighed and the tears started all over again. “I should have just given it up to him. At least then I could have siphoned his energy.” 
 
    “Hey!” I started, grabbing her chin as I forced her to look up at me. “Don’t you dare say that about yourself! Besides, isn’t true, Fifi! You’re not just a succubus. You are one of the most decent, bravest, respectable people I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Stop,” she moaned, shaking her head.  
 
    “No, I won’t stop. You’re a kind person, Fifi, and you need to hear it. You’re too good for a guy like Colin—he’s a jerk. You deserve a nice man, Fifi. You deserve love and happiness.”  
 
    She didn’t seem to hear me. “It always happens like this. I find a guy I think is nice, but no matter how good they act in the beginning, they always turn out to be jerks.” 
 
    “I can definitely commiserate with that. I’ve dated my share of jerks, but they aren’t all like that. I promise. There are good guys out there. Look at Roy.” 
 
    She nodded, but then shook her head again. “That’s easy for you to say. You HAVE a decent guy. I could never get a guy as good as Roy. He wouldn’t look sideways at me and neither will any other good guy. They’re all after good women like you, Poppy.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. “I’m not as good as you think I am.” An image of Sandy in that blasted yellow dress dropped into my head like a bomb and I had to push it away. “Okay, I might be a good person… but I’m also pretty normal. I don’t have any of your sultry or sexy vavavoomness,” I started, but she shook her head again and interrupted me. 
 
    “I just want to be normal, like you. I hate being leered at and whistled at and harassed and constantly taken advantage of. It’s exhausting. Every guy I meet treats me like I’m a walking blowup doll.” 
 
    I took her hand and pressed it between mine. “I understand it must be hell, but changing yourself for any man is a really bad idea. If you do this, it needs to be for you, not so you can get a man.” 
 
    “Becoming human will make me happy,” she insisted. “If I was human or even semi-human, at least I would know that SOME men weren’t just after me because of what I am. Maybe I could at least have some normal friendships.” 
 
    “You have that now. You have me and Bailey and Marty and Roy. We all care about you. You don’t have to change who you are for us.” 
 
    “That’s all great but none of you are boyfriend material, with the exception of Marty, maybe.” 
 
    I was a bit taken aback by her comment but chose not to say anything. “My point is, you have a lot more going for you than you realize. If you really want to do this, I’ll help you, but I think we should try to find an alternative first. And if there’s a way we can avoid doing the spell, that means you won’t have to go through five years of torture.” 
 
    She brightened up a bit more. “I’d definitely rather not have to go through all that.” 
 
    I smiled and tugged her arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before Roy has to take out a mortgage on the bar to pay our tab.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Roy drove me home.  
 
    On the way, our conversation naturally centered around Fifi and everything that had happened. It was only after another few minutes of talking about it that Roy revealed he’d already known about everything Fifi was facing, even before she came to me about it.  
 
    I spun around in my seat to face him, my eyebrows knitting. “You already knew about this and you didn’t say anything?” 
 
    Roy threw the truck into Park and shut down the motor after he parked in front of my house. “It wasn’t my place to tell you. Fifi didn’t even know that I knew.” 
 
    “Then how…” 
 
    “I overheard her talking to someone on the phone while she was on one of her breaks. I figured it was probably whatever witch is supposed to help her with this spell she’s considering.” 
 
    Anger started brewing in my stomach. I just didn’t understand Roy sometimes. How could he sit back and listen to the things going on around him and not do something about them? “I can’t believe this! You knew Fifi was in danger from Angelo and you knew all about her family’s plan to take her home and… and force her into some sort of horrible sexual slavery?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it had gotten as out of control as you’re saying,” he explained. “I didn’t know Angelo tried to kidnap her. Last I heard, he was just making threats and basically being an asshole like he normally is.” 
 
    “Well, he’s doing a lot more than that.” I heard my voice rising as I rounded on him. “How can you be so nonchalant about this? How can you just blow this off like it’s nothing? Especially when I thought you and Fifi were friends.” 
 
    “We are friends.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So if you knew Fifi better than you do, you’d understand that she’s given to drama and if she isn’t finding it, it’s finding her.” 
 
    “This isn’t just drama, Roy.” 
 
    “I understand that now, but the reason we’re arguing is because you didn’t think I took the threat seriously enough before. And I’m telling you, I didn’t realize what the threat level was before. I figured it was just another case of Fifi getting involved with more drama.” 
 
    “But you knew she was going to try to remove her succubus side?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I overheard her saying something about that, but I didn’t have all the pieces, so I didn’t understand what she was talking about. And I never in a million years imagined she’d actually attempt something so… dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, she is.” 
 
    “Right, and now I know that.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do about it?”  
 
    He was quiet as he looked at me and then sucked in a big breath of air. “Poppy, I’m on your side. I’m not the enemy.” 
 
    I was quiet for a few seconds and then realized I was being unfair. I wasn’t sure why I was so quick to jump down Roy’s throat for everything, without first giving him the benefit of the doubt by assuming he was innocent before guilty. “I’m sorry,” I started. 
 
    “If Angelo is trying to actively kidnap Fifi, I suggest we remove her to my family’s colony in the mountains,” Roy answered, interrupting me. “My family would be able to protect her from her lunatic relatives.” 
 
    “Why do you think they’d be able to protect her?” It was a stupid question even as it came out of my mouth. What person (or demon) in his right mind would go up against a family of sasquatches? In short: no one. “Nevermind, I already know the answer.” 
 
    “It would be the safest place for her.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but that feeling of hollow jealousy started to snake through me again. I had to forcibly push it down. “How enthusiastic will your people be to take in a stranger—and a… succubus at that? Won’t they be susceptible to her charms, just like everyone else is? What if they don’t want her there?” 
 
    “They’ll agree if I ask them. I have a reputation among my people for taking in strays. They’re used to me showing up with all kinds of supernatural creatures in need of help.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I considered the scenario. It seemed like a good one, but then I remembered Fifi talking about living in some remote wilderness somewhere and how she wouldn’t. “I don’t know if she’ll take you up on that offer.” 
 
    “Of course she will. It’s obviously the only answer...” 
 
    Unless it wasn’t the only answer. And I was currently trying to figure out if that was the case. I’d searched through my potions book of recipes that had been passed down through the centuries of my family’s lineage. I hadn’t found anything that would do what we needed it to. I just needed time, I promised myself. If I had time, I could come up with something. And, truly, Fifi would be safest in some remote area while I tried to figure out how to help her. 
 
    “I already mentioned this idea to Fifi,” Roy said as I looked over at him, feeling the anger returning. 
 
    “What idea?” 
 
    “For her to come live with my family for a bit.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” 
 
    “No,” he answered with a shrug. “She said she didn’t want to live in a cave. I guess she wants to live as normally as possible and I can understand that. But, it seems things are changing for the worse...” 
 
    I wasn’t listening. “You had this conversation with her a week ago and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    He threw up both hands and rolled his eyes. “Oh, God, don’t start that again! What on Earth did you think I was going to do—NOT offer to take her to them?” 
 
    “You might at least have told me. I’m your girlfriend, in case you forgot.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “Okay, so just how am I supposed to trust you if you keep stuff like this from me?” 
 
    “I didn’t keep anything from you.” He tensed and his jaw muscle flexed. “You’re putting words in my mouth again.” 
 
    I couldn’t fully understand why I felt the way I did. I mean, in general, I wasn’t a jealous person. I was easygoing and didn’t let things get under my skin. So why did I feel like he’d gone behind my back with this conversation he’d had with Fifi? Why did I feel like he’d intentionally kept it from me? Furthermore, did I really want him to start telling me about every conversation he had, no matter how mundane? That would be ridiculous. It would be controlling to say the least, and even borderline psycho. 
 
    “It just makes me wonder what else you’re keeping from me?” I muttered, unable to keep the words inside. 
 
    “Nothing, okay? I’m not keeping anything from you, and if I thought for ten seconds you would react like this, I would have told you back when I offered as much to Fifi. I just… I didn’t think it mattered—I didn’t think you’d react like this.” 
 
    “It matters to me and I daresay, it would matter to any other woman you were dating. When you’re in a relationship, you’re supposed to be open with each other. You’re supposed to talk about things like this—things like asking another woman to come back to your ancestral home.” 
 
    He looked at me pointedly. “Are you jealous? Is that what this is about?” 
 
    “No,” I said, but then figured he could see through my lie. I was a bad liar. “Maybe a little, but that’s not the point.” 
 
    “Poppy, you have nothing to be jealous about.” 
 
    I whirled away to stare out the window. Why did our attempts at conversation always seem to end in an argument? We’d been bickering back and forth for weeks and I didn’t really see any end in sight. 
 
    I undid my seatbelt and opened the door, stepping into the cold night air that seemed to embrace me extra hard in its frigidity. I didn’t waste any time in hurrying up my front stairs, and I could hear Roy right behind me.  
 
    “You might not understand this, but I’m my family’s representative in this town,” Roy said as I unlocked the front door and pushed it open. The sounds of the television rang through the house, and I decided to wait in the foyer so Roy and I could finish this conversation before I greeted everyone.  
 
    “I’m the only sasquatch on the Council, and if someone under my protection needs help, it’s my duty to offer it in whatever form I can. I was looking out for Fifi long before you came to town.” 
 
    I nodded, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. “I get that. I don’t know why it bothers me so much except to say that you asked another woman to live with your family… which means she’d be meeting your family and… I still haven’t even done that.” 
 
     “Poppy, there is nothing romantic between Fifi and me.” 
 
    “I’m not saying there is.” 
 
    “And you and I aren’t… there in our relationship yet for you to meet my family. We haven’t even talked about it.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He picked up my hand and rubbed my knuckles. “We’re both worked up about this. Let’s put it on the back burner for now and go say hi to everyone, okay?” 
 
    My voice shook, forcing out the words. “I think it would be best if we just called it a night for now. I… I need to process and if I keep talking to you right now, I’ll probably say something we’ll both regret.” 
 
    The smile evaporated off his face. “Okay. If that’s what you want…” 
 
    “I think it’s the best idea for tonight. We both just need… a little space.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Fifi that she’s better off in town,” I said as I talked to Roy over the phone the next morning. I’d stayed up all night, replaying the argument we’d had as well as the solutions to the Fifi situation that were currently available to us.  
 
    “How can you think she’s better off in town?”  
 
    “Because I need to have access to her so I can try out a variety of potions and see if any of them work.” 
 
    “Potions to do what?” 
 
    “Keep her protected against her family while I work on other potions that might curb her sexual appetite so this whole abstinence thing becomes easier for her while I work on other potions that might help tone down her whole succubus side so maybe she won’t have to go through with this spell.” 
 
    “You can do all that while she’s living with my family.” 
 
    “No, I can’t, because I won’t have the time to go driving all over Timbuktu every time I need to try something out on her. Do I need to remind you I’m a full-time mom?” 
 
    “No, Poppy, you don’t.” 
 
    “Regardless, I talked to Fifi, and she doesn’t want to leave Haven Hollow anyway, so it shouldn’t matter what we think is best for her. We should do what she wants. We aren’t her parents.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and hated the fact that we were back in argument territory. It seemed like no matter what we talked about, it escalated into a bitching match. “Anyway, I was thinking we can keep an eye on her here and make sure her family stays away from her. She should stop working at the real estate agency—for now, at least. She can work at the Half-Moon full time and you can keep an eye on her during the day. Lorcan said he could give her jobs at the dental practice to cover the night shift because apparently, succubae don’t really sleep much.” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of Fifi spending time with Lorcan. He’s a notorious rake.” 
 
    “Who is also head over heels in love with Wanda. You have nothing to worry about where that is concerned.” And then I caught myself. “Why would you worry about that, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m not. Those were your words, not mine.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I said on a sigh. I didn’t have the energy to get into this subject. I just wanted to get off the phone. “Lorcan said he would be happy to let her stay in his various rental properties. Keeping her moving will prevent her family from tracking her and the last place they’d probably think to look for her would be at a vampire’s property.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because she can’t feed off a vampire’s life energy because he has no life energy.” 
 
    Roy was quiet for a few seconds but then said, “Sounds good.” 
 
    I waited for him to say something else, but instead, silence rang through the other line. That was the end of the conversation—for what it was worth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    A Couple Days Later 
 
      
 
    I set my handbag on the bar at the Half-Moon as Fifi came out of the kitchen. Her countenance brightened when she saw me. “Hey, Poppy! You’re too early for Happy Hour.” 
 
    “Very funny, but I came to see you.” 
 
    “You did?” she asked with a smile. I nodded and tried to smile, but I didn’t have it in me. The arguments with Roy lately were really taking their toll on me. I had trouble sleeping, and once I was asleep, I was plagued with nightmares all night.  
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked her. “Is Angelo keeping his distance?” 
 
    Fifi nodded. “I think he got the message since I started working here full-time and I haven’t been staying at my house. Lorcan has me sleeping all over the place.” She colored as soon as the words left her mouth. “Er, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a clipped nod. “I’m glad our strategy is working.” 
 
    She nodded and glanced away before she screwed up her courage to look at me again. “Any luck on the potion front?” 
 
    I sighed as I shook my head. That was the other thing that was keeping me up late at night—trying to find something I could brew that might help her. Everything I’d come up with so far—and it had only been a couple of days—had yielded nothing.  
 
    “Unfortunately not.” I slid onto a barstool as she faced me expectantly. 
 
    “What about that potion you tested on Henner and RJ yesterday?” 
 
    I’d tried a concoction of a few different potions then I’d anointed Fifi with them, and I’d invited RJ and Henner over to the restaurant to test it out on them. “The concoction only made them more attracted to you, not less.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and visibly deflated. 
 
    “I don’t want you to worry about it though, Fifi. I’m still experimenting and I’ve only tried a few potions so far. I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    I might as well have told her it was impossible. “Thanks for trying, anyway.” 
 
    “Hey!” I squeezed her arm. “Don’t give up yet. We’re just getting started here and every day brings us closer to a solution.” 
 
    She nodded again, only half-heartedly. At that serendipitous moment, the kitchen doors swung open a second time and Roy strode out. His eyes never left mine as he stepped behind the bar. I wish I could say it was a warm, welcoming, I can’t live without you kind of look, but that would have been a lie. 
 
    His mouth said, “Hello.” His eyes said, What are you doing here? 
 
    I would also be lying if I said I greeted him with a warm, welcoming expression, too. I said, “Hello,” but that was all. 
 
    Fifi would have to be dead not to sense the chill in the air. She mumbled, “I gotta get back to work, Poppy,” and fled to the kitchen. 
 
    That left Roy and me face to face across the bar. The ice was thick in the air.  
 
    “So?” he demanded. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I just came to see how Fifi was doing.” 
 
    “She’s fine.” He didn’t exactly snap. He didn’t have to. “Lorcan and I have the situation under control. You don’t have to keep coming around to check on her.” 
 
    “I don’t KEEP coming around, checking on her. Yesterday I had a potion to try on her and today I’m just looking in on her on my way to my store.” 
 
    “How are the potions going?” he asked, clearly changing the subject. 
 
    “Okay, I guess.” 
 
    “Then are you finding something promising?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    He nodded and inhaled deeply as I nervously prattled on. “I’m working on some potions to mask her pheromones and make her less appealing to the opposite sex. If it works, she can stay here without having to…” 
 
    “You aren’t the only person who can make potions, either,” he interrupted. “There’s a witch in my family who specializes in brewing and she’s known to be very powerful.” 
 
    “Oh.” He’d failed to ever mention this witch before. 
 
    “I talked to her and she said she’d be happy to help out. Who knows, she might have better luck than you.” 
 
    I stiffened. “Why haven’t you ever mentioned her before?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Never had a need to.” Then he started wiping down the bartop with a wet towel. “Going to this witch would mean moving Fifi to my family stronghold.” 
 
    “Fifi wants to avoid that.” 
 
    “She can only avoid it so long.” 
 
    “Why? Our plan seems to be working so far.” 
 
    “Until it stops working.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. I really didn’t want to get into another argument, but… “I don’t see why you’re pushing this so hard. You’re almost as bad as Angelo.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt shock ride through my body. I couldn’t believe I’d just… 
 
    Roy froze, and then snarled through gritted teeth. “Take that back.” 
 
    I held up both hands. “I’m sorry. I… I didn’t mean it. It just came out.” Then I took a deep breath. “It’s just that moving her to your family is against Fifi’s wishes. Give me a little longer… please.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll try it your way, but if I see anything that could put her safety in jeopardy, I’m stepping in, no matter what you or Fifi says.” 
 
    He stormed off to the kitchen, crashed through the swinging doors, and disappeared without saying goodbye.  
 
    No kiss. No hug. No nothing. 
 
    I hauled my miserable carcass out of the bar. This situation was going from bad to worse.  
 
    I got into the Jeep and then just sat there, staring out the windshield. I should have gone back to the store, but I couldn’t get Fifi’s problem out of my mind. I needed to talk to someone about this—someone a lot more powerful than I was—and the sasquatch witch in Roy’s family wasn’t the person who sprang to mind. 
 
    No, it was another witch who did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I cruised by Wanda’s store. It was closed and she wasn’t there, so I headed for the house she was currently living in while the duplex was being rebuilt. This house was also owned by Lorcan, who owned more houses in Haven Hollow than any other resident.  
 
    On the drive over, I couldn’t get my brain to stop spinning over everything that happened in the last few days. I ran over the combinations of ingredients I’d used in the experimental potions so far. If they didn’t do the trick, what would? 
 
    I kept getting this nagging feeling that I was missing something—there was something I wasn’t taking into account while I was trying to brew up the various potions I had. My goal was to first create something that would suppress Fifi’s pheromones, thus lessening the sexual reactions she elicited from people. The next step was creating a different potion that would address her need to feed—I wanted to brew something that would stand in for the energy she needed to siphon off other people. I figured if I could address both issues, that had to be better than destroying her succubus nature altogether.  
 
    Yet, there was something I wasn’t taking into account, some little detail I was missing. 
 
    I pulled up in front of Wanda’s house. Sure enough, her car was sitting in the driveway.  
 
    Not that Wanda and I were close by any stretch of the imagination, but seeing her car and knowing she was just a doorbell away suffused me with a relief that surprised me. For as prickly and difficult as Wanda could be, I liked her. 
 
    As to whether or not she liked me? I wasn’t sure. But, I was fairly sure she wouldn’t want to get mixed up in Fifi’s dilemma. Wanda had her own priorities, and helping her fellow supernaturals out of the kindness of her heart wasn’t her strong suit.  
 
    Still, she was the only person in town with the magical chops to help—even if she was crap at brewing potions. If she didn’t want to help Fifi, maybe she would see her way to helping me instead.  
 
    I knocked on her door and nearly jumped out of my shoes as she ripped the door open and practically dragged me inside. 
 
    “Oh, thank Hecuba you’re here! You’re the answer to my prayers.” 
 
    I groaned as soon as I realized what this meant. It wasn’t going to be me involving Wanda in my affairs, but the other way around. “Not again.” 
 
    She hauled me down the hall to the living room and parked me in the middle of the floor. She waved toward the couch and two armchairs. “There! For the love of all that’s unholy, will you please do something about this?” 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    Darla and Libby sat in the living room, getting on the Domestic Goddess Championships. Libby was parked in front of a sewing machine and running turquoise polka-dot fabric through it, one yard after another. 
 
    Darla, meanwhile, perched on the edge of the couch playing Father Knows Best with a pair of scissors and a Houston-sized pile of paper scraps. She finished clipping and held up a long string of interconnected hearts.  
 
    “Yay! It worked. See? Just in time for Valentine’s Day!” 
 
    “Valentine’s Day was last week, honey,” Libby called out. She removed her fabric from the machine, turned it backward, and started driving it through again. 
 
    Wanda’s familiar, Hellcat, busily walked in between the two, complaining about something, but the noise of Libby’s sewing machine drowned out his obnoxious English accent. Not that I was complaining… 
 
    I looked at Wanda. “Everything looks fine to me. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “What’s the problem!” Wanda bellowed, shaking her head. “They won’t leave me alone! That’s the problem!” I felt like telling her ‘welcome to motherhood’ but decided against it. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be making garments for the store and Libby won’t get off the machine!” 
 
    “I told you I’d be finished soon,” Libby explained in high-pitched voice. 
 
    “You said that seven hours ago!” Wanda rounded on me. “And Darla is driving me nuts with whatever the heck she’s always going on about!” She threw her hands into the air again. “It’s always ‘bee’s knees’ this and ‘cat’s meow’ that! If I never hear another word about ‘Chicago lightning’ or a ‘Clip joint’, it will be too soon! I don’t even know what the hell any of it means!” 
 
    “Chicago Lightning is gunfire,” I supplied. 
 
    “An’ a Clip Joint is one o’ them nightclubs where the prices are too high and all the customers are fleeced, dollface,” Darla answered with a cheeky smile. Her lipstick was bright red and all over her front teeth. 
 
    “And I can’t keep her away from my makeup!” Wanda said as she faced me, and her expression was one of desperation. “Please tell me you came to take Darla back with you?” 
 
    “You know I can’t take her back with me,” I answered. Even though Darla had originally haunted my house, as soon as Wanda accidentally turned her corporeal, she became Wanda’s problem. Apparently, when one reanimates someone, that someone can’t bear to be parted from her maker.  
 
    “Please tell me you have come to remove me from this obscene household?” Hellcat demanded as he leapt onto the sofa and started scratching it, before Wanda swatted him away. He landed on the floor indelicately, and then glared up at me. “I have had my fill of these dimwitted females!” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to take anyone back with me,” I announced to everyone and anyone who was listening.  
 
    “At least tell me you brought some of the hard stuff? Vodka or rum?” Wanda continued as I shook my head and she plopped into the couch, staring at her two roommates with a depressed look on her face. “These two loopy corpses are going to be the death of me. They keep coming up with one summer camp project after another, each one messier than the last.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I started. 
 
    “It’s like Camp Wanda… all… the… freaking… time,” she finished as she shook her head again. “And I’ve drunk everything I can in the house.” She pointed at the trash can, which was piled high with glass bottles. 
 
    “I told her she should be recycling those,” Libby pointed out. 
 
    “I’d love to encourage Libby with a nice little encounter with a rabid dog… or maybe a Mack truck,” Wanda prattled on. “I haven’t decided yet which would be more satisfying.” 
 
    Libby barely looked up. She murmured in her stickiest Don’t Talk Back To Your Mother voice, “That isn’t nice, Wanda. You shouldn’t say things like that.” 
 
    Wanda slapped her palm against her forehead with another aggravated roar as she faced me. “Will you PLEASE do something with these walking cadavers? I’m about to lose it completely, and if I do, I won’t be responsible for the consequences.” 
 
    I had to laugh, even though I did my best to keep it concealed. Then I remembered I hadn’t come here for a laugh, even though it felt good to do so. I needed to talk to Wanda, preferably alone. I pulled out my phone and called the man who would provide a solution to this particular problem. 
 
    “Poppy! Please tell me you have another ghost for us to hunt,” Henner asked, after picking up on the first ring. 
 
    I laughed again. “Sorry, Henner. Just a couple of…” I looked over at Libby and Darla.  
 
    “Cadavers,” Wanda filled in, loud enough that Henner could hear. I wasn’t so much worried about that because Henner, the grandson of the original Blood Witch of Haven Hollow, Betanya Tayir, had read her journals (which he later gifted to Wanda) so he already knew about the supernatural goings-on in Haven Hollow. He knew Wanda was a witch and that she’d raised Libby from the dead. And he happened to be sitting in my living room when Wanda managed to make Darla corporeal again. But, RJ wasn’t in the know and I didn’t want him finding out, owing to the fact that I’d signed a contract with the Council of Haven Hollow, swearing me to secrecy.  
 
    “Ladies,” I corrected. “For you and RJ to babysit.” 
 
    A long silence echoed down the phone and then I overheard RJ asking, “Did I hear the word ‘cadavers’? Last I checked, they don’t really need babysitting. They just lie there.” 
 
    “Wanda was just joking,” I told Henner, hoping he’d relay the message. “I’m talking about Darla and Libby. Wanda needs a break and I need to talk to her about something important. How about you and RJ take the ladies out for a little while? As a big favor to me?” 
 
    Just then, RJ’s voice cut in again. “What’s this about cadavers?” 
 
    “It was just Wanda making a weird and poorly timed joke,” Henner answered. “Pops wants us to take Libby and Darla out and show ‘em a good time.” Apparently, Marty’s nickname for me of ‘Pops’ was spreading. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, because ‘Pops’ sounded like an old grandfather. Jeez, between that and Sandy from the beginning of the movie, I was really batting a zero.  
 
    “Who are Libby and Darla?” RJ asked. 
 
    “Friends of Wanda’s,” Henner supplied—he’d also been sworn to secrecy by the Council and he’d been keeping his secrets from RJ all these years. 
 
    “Oh, cool.” 
 
    “We’d love to,” Henner got back to me. “But we can’t. RJ and I have tickets to a wrestling match tonight.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t really like wrestling,” RJ said. 
 
    “You do too!” Henner retorted. “You said you were as excited as I was.” 
 
    “I only said that to make you happy. I wouldn’t mind hanging out with ladies instead.” 
 
    “Great, then it’s a date!” I said with a nervous smile.  
 
    “RJ, those tickets weren’t cheap,” Henner started. 
 
    “Right—they were free!” RJ responded as Libby looked up at me and stopped sewing. 
 
    “What exactly are you doing? You aren’t setting me up on a date are you, because I’m a married woman, you know.” 
 
    “Cool your jets, babycakes,” Darla called over. “It isn’t the 1950s anymore an’ your husband’s been pushing up daisies for years!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak of the dead so discourteously,” Libby reprimanded her. 
 
    “Speak of the dead?” Wanda called out. “You are the dead!” 
 
    “Libby, you should live a little,” Darla continued, then started laughing. “Get it? Live a little? I’m a scream, I tell ya.” 
 
    “Well, what am I supposed to do?” Henner interrupted.  
 
    “Let’s bring the gals with us,” RJ suggested. 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I considered it.  
 
    “Yeah, because ladies are just going to LOVE wrestling,” Henner responded. 
 
    “Actually, Darla loves wrestling,” I told him. “She likes to ogle all the scantily clad men in their spandex outfits.” 
 
    Darla’s head shot up. “Wrestling! Oh, it’s just the—” 
 
    “Bee’s knees,” Wanda filled in, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Darla’s on board with the wrestling match,” I told Henner. 
 
    “Great, only problem is there’s only two tickets,” Henner responded. 
 
    “I’ll take Libby,” RJ called out. 
 
    “What in the name of all that’s decent is going on?” Libby demanded. 
 
    “You’re going to be spending some time with RJ,” I answered. 
 
    “And who is that? A man? You know how I feel about being left alone with a man!”  
 
    “Great, Libby’s happy to hang out with RJ.” 
 
    “Poppy Morton, do you hear me?” Libby called. 
 
    “When’s the soonest I can drop them off?” I asked, ignoring the ruckus behind me. 
 
    “You sound frazzled, Pops, why don’t we come and pick them up?” Henner asked. 
 
    “You’re a life saver,” I responded with a deeply grateful sigh. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Can you ask Henner to bring some booze?” Wanda asked.  
 
    I did as she asked and then hung up the phone as another subject occurred to me and I faced Wanda. “By the way, how was Valentine’s with Lorcan?” 
 
    She smiled from ear to ear. “Oh, it was just great.” 
 
    Of course, that struck me as odd, considering she couldn’t stand Lorcan at the best of times. “Start splainin’, Lucy.” 
 
    “Well, thanks to you warning me about the Amore’ Oil he’d purchased from you, I was ready for him and I pretended like you’d never called to warn me. And then I did my best impersonation of a stage five clinger.” 
 
    I laughed. “And did that freak Lorcan out?” 
 
    She shook her head and appeared a bit perplexed. “Well, not exactly. He actually seemed to like it which is weird because I thought for sure my impersonation of Fatal Attraction would have scared him away, but apparently, that vampire is like trying to get rid of the clap.” 
 
    I didn’t know anything about ‘the clap’ but I did know that Lorcan had never actually used the Amore’ Oil on Wanda. I didn’t have the heart to tell her Lorcan had changed his mind and decided to return the potion a day or so later, saying our little heart to heart had had the intended outcome.  
 
    I decided to keep that little juicy morsel to myself. 
 
    “Wanda, what’s ‘the clap’?” Libby asked. 
 
    Wanda shrugged. “Beats me. Maybe crabs?” 
 
    “Why would they call crabs ‘the clap’?” I asked. 
 
    Wanda shrugged again. “Who knows why they call anything what they do?” 
 
    “Baloney!” Darla piped up, waving us both away with a frown and drawn brows. “Everyone knows ‘the clap’ is another term for the butter and egg man!” 
 
    “The who?” I asked. 
 
    “The what?” Libby asked at the same time. 
 
    “I hate my life,” Wanda muttered, also at the same time. 
 
    “You know—the money man, the man with the bankroll, the yokel who comes to town to blow a big wad in the nightclubs—he’s ‘the clap’,” Darla finished. 
 
    “You females are a bunch of brainless morons,” Hellcat responded from his perch on the couch. “As any informed individual knows, ‘the clap’ is a colloquial term for gonorrhea.” 
 
    “Oh,” we all answered in unison. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Wanda turned to me while we counted down the seconds for the guys to clear Darla and Libby out of the house.  
 
    “What are you doing here in the middle of a business day, anyway?” she asked, eyeing me suspiciously. “And don’t tell me you didn’t have any customers.” 
 
    “I took the day off because I’ve been working on this….” 
 
    Wanda held up her hand to silence me. “Wait. I have another problem I need you to deal with first.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Henner and RJ showed up. Darla was eager to get out of the house, but tearing Libby away from her sewing project and convincing her RJ had no hopes of ‘getting up her apron’ took another half-hour.  
 
    Henner and RJ didn’t look too disappointed at having the deceased-until-recently as dates. In fact, all four were smiling by the time I shut Wanda’s door on a blissful silence. We were finally alone. 
 
    “You’re a maestro at match-making,” Wanda said as she turned to face me while pouring herself a Captain and Diet Coke, which Henner had been kind enough to drop off. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled. “Now if only my own love life could be that simple.” Not wanting to discuss my crappy relationship, which was probably quickly becoming ‘or lack thereof’, I changed the subject. “So what’s the other problem you want my help with?” 
 
    Wanda led me away from the living room, down the hall to one of the other bedrooms—not her own. She knocked on the door once and then opened it wide, to reveal a sulking teenager on the bed. 
 
    “Second problem, thy name is Astrid,” Wanda said, frowning first at Astrid, then at me. 
 
    In all the fuss with Henner, RJ, Darla and Libby, I’d completely forgotten the fact that Wanda’s witch niece, Astrid, was now also living with her, owing to the fact that she’d been kicked out of her coven. 
 
    “You’re the only person who can talk sense into her. She’s been in this room for almost a week and won’t come out,” Wanda explained in a near-whisper. 
 
    I already knew none of Wanda’s family would have anything to do with Wanda since she became a Blood Witch. Apparently, Astrid was following in Wanda’s rebellious footsteps so Wanda’s mother, Celestine Depraysie, kicked Astrid out, too. 
 
    “Hi, Astrid,” I said with a smile as the teen looked from me back to her phone. She was just missing a yawn to show me how unimpressed she was to see me. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    I think I got a grunt. 
 
    “She’s caused me nothing but trouble since she got kicked out of the Crescent Circle Coven and came to live here. She refuses to go to school with the mundanes and now she won’t come out of her room at all,” Wanda informed me as she downed the remnants of her rum and diet. 
 
    I frowned. Astrid was only sixteen or so—I figured that was pretty normal behavior for someone her age. 
 
    “How long has she been in there?” I asked, keeping my voice down. 
 
    “Only four days, but that isn’t the point! She thinks I should be grateful and conciliatory for her sticking up for me in front of the coven, which is what got her kicked out in the first place.” 
 
    Wanda’s voice grew louder until Astrid stared at her with narrowed and angry eyes. 
 
    “You should be grateful I stood up for you!” 
 
    “Here we go again,” Wanda grumbled as she shook her head and folded her arms across her ample chest, looking inside her glass like she’d forgotten she’d just drained it. 
 
    I shrugged as I faced her. “You could show a little understanding, Wanda. It must be hard for someone Astrid’s age to lose her whole family and community.” 
 
    “What about me?” Wanda demanded, glaring at me. “What about a little understanding for my situation? I don’t see her giving me any of that.” 
 
    “You’re an adult.”  
 
    Why did I even bother? Considerate, adult behavior was definitely not in Wanda’s repertoire of emotional intelligences.  
 
    Wanda chopped her hand toward the door. “You deal with her! You’re a mother and I don’t know how to wrangle these things like you do.” 
 
    “By things, I’m assuming you mean children?” 
 
    Deciding this conversation shouldn’t be had in front of the child in question, I escorted Wanda back into the hallway, closing the door gently behind me. “For a start, the first thing you need to understand is that a full-frontal assault won’t work.” 
 
    “I don’t care! I don’t want a lesson in psychotherapy. Just get her out of that room, get her fed for the next four-day internment, and talk some sense into her about going to school. She’s a red-headed witch and you know what that means. She’s impossible!” 
 
    I laughed to myself. This scene was Wanda all over the place—she couldn’t negotiate with her cat, much less a recalcitrant teenaged witch with red hair. The red-headed ones were famous for their fiery attitudes. They could kick up trouble like no one’s business, but Astrid had one thing going in her favor. She cared about Wanda. 
 
    I knocked on the door and then opened it as I offered the teenager a big smile. “Where were we?” I asked as Astrid frowned at me, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Wanda hunched her shoulders and fumed while she waited for me to work my maternal magic. This was way above my pay grade, and potions wouldn’t do the trick. 
 
    Thinking about potions gave me an idea and I called on that one sure-fire remedy for all child-related maladies. “You must be getting hungry, Astrid. How about you come down to the kitchen and we’ll make some brownies and spaghetti.” 
 
    Asrid moved her brilliant green eyes in my direction. Her suspicious gaze skipped to Wanda and then to me. “You know how to make brownies?” 
 
    “You bet. I’ll even let you lick the bowl.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped back to me, and her eyes widened. The Crescent Circle Coven might be the greatest witches on the West Coast, but if they didn’t know how to make brownies, I didn’t put much stock in their ability to raise children.  
 
    Astrid stood up from her bed and shot Wanda another wary glare. “Alright. Just don’t start preaching again.” 
 
    “I didn’t preach!” Wanda bellowed. 
 
    I stepped between them and took Astrid’s arm. “We aren’t here to preach. We’re here to eat. Come on… We have a date with the refrigerator.” 
 
    I steered her to the kitchen and sat her down at the table. Then I started pulling open the cupboards. “Here’s a package of chocolate chips. We’ll also need…” 
 
    “Wait, you’re making them from scratch?” Wanda asked, sounding equally amazed and impressed. 
 
    “What other way is there to make brownies?” 
 
    “Um, a box,” Wanda answered. 
 
    “You should know better than to ask me if I make box brownies, Wanda,” I chided her. 
 
    “I guess now it’s your turn to be called Barfa Stewart,” Wanda answered while I gave her a surprised expression. 
 
    “You were listening, after all.” 
 
    “Yeah, it just wasn’t that funny,” she said with a shrug as she started pouring herself another drink. 
 
    “Blah,” I responded while I searched through her cupboards for sugar, flour, and vanilla.  
 
    “What should I do?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “How about you start the spaghetti?” 
 
    Astrid nodded and put a pot of water on the stove to boil while I pulled everything out of the pantry. Wanda lurked in the doorway, scowling at us both. She didn’t uncross her arms. 
 
    “Grab a seat, Wanda,” I told her.  
 
    She slunk to the table and, very reluctantly, took the chair across from Astrid as I gave them both a big smile and did my best to play the part of peacemaker. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After thirty minutes, we were ready to eat. Grabbing a few plates, I dished up the spaghetti and placed the dishes in front of both women.  
 
    “I’ll have another,” Wanda said as she handed her glass to me. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and glared at her. “No, you won’t.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she wore the look of surprise. “I won’t?” 
 
    “No, you’ve had enough already and you shouldn’t be day drinking, anyway.” 
 
    “If you lived my life, you’d be day and night drinking,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Both of you are going to stop playing the victims and, instead, you’re going to focus on how to make your lives better and how you both can start getting along,” I said as I put the bottle away to make my point. I might as well have been talking to two teenagers instead of one and a witch almost four times my age.  
 
    “Talking some sense into Astrid about going to school would be a good place to start,” Wanda said.  
 
    “Why do I have to go to school, anyway?” Astrid countered. “Witches are always schooled at home unless they need special training in something like medicine or history or the law. Why can’t you teach me?” she demanded as she faced Wanda. “We’re our own coven now, anyway.” 
 
    “We are NOT our own coven,” Wanda told her. “In the first place, you need at least three witches to make a coven and I… DO… NOT… TEACH.” She took a breath and took turns glaring at us both. “That’s ridiculous to even ask me that. As if I have the time to teach you your lessons! In case you haven’t noticed, Astrid, I’m busy running a small business!” 
 
    “I haven’t noticed you doing much other than drinking and complaining about Darla, Libby and me,” Astrid responded. “Oh, and that vampire who keeps calling you. I forgot his name.” 
 
    “Lorcan,” I filled in as Astrid nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, him.” 
 
    Wanda just ignored us. “I don’t have time to homeschool you, Astrid. I still have to pay rent and keep my store open so I can claim Haven Hollow as my territory. Now that I’m on the Council, I can veto other witches moving in, but it still isn’t safe to live here without a sanctum.” 
 
    “Wait,” I started, looking at her. “What do you mean you’re on the Council?” 
 
    Wanda looked at me. “Haven’t you heard?” 
 
    “Heard what?” 
 
    She sighed like she didn’t have the time to explain. “After Ophelia’s… timely demise, I received a letter asking if I’d care to join the Council, which of course I did.” 
 
    “You’re interested in supernatural politics and law-making?” I asked, with a confused frown. 
 
    “Of course not!” Wanda answered with a little laugh as she waved me away. “What I am interested in is making sure no other witches move to Haven Hollow to claim sanctum before me.” Then she glared at Astrid again. 
 
    “I didn’t move here to claim sanctum,” Astrid said, rolling her eyes. “I’m not old enough to do that, anyway.” 
 
    “Right. And don’t you forget it,” Wanda said as she faced me again. “Anyway, what were we talking about again?” 
 
    “Astrid going to school.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right.” Then she turned to face Astrid. “You have to go to school. It’s only for two years. After that, you can get a job or retire under a bridge with the other trolls, for all I care.”  
 
    “Wanda, take that back, because you do care,” I said. 
 
    She frowned at me. “Fine. I take it back. I hope you don’t retire with the trolls.” Then she took a deep breath and pursed her lips, raising her brows as she did whenever she was irritated. “I know it isn’t the most ideal situation, but we have to play the cards we’re dealt.” 
 
    Astrid glanced up at me for confirmation, and I shrugged. “You can’t argue with that. I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
    Astrid slumped her shoulders and groaned. “Do I have to go to school?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wanda finished. 
 
    “You heard her,” I added. “Wanda is your guardian now and that means she’s in charge. Besides, do you really want to stay pent-up in this house with Darla and Libby all day? Darla about drove me mad when she was haunting my house, I can’t even imagine what life would be like with Libby added to the mix.” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Wanda grumbled. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Astrid said as she cocked her head to the side. “They both are super annoying.” Then she faced Wanda again. “But the issue about my education is still there—I have to learn magic—not just math, science or whatever! I’m going to get so far behind other coven girls my age because no one is teaching me! And what is a witch who doesn’t know magic?” 
 
    “She has a point,” I said as I faced Wanda. 
 
    “I will teach you spells and charms when you aren’t in school and I’m not at work,” Wanda replied staunchly, “and Poppy can teach you potions.” 
 
    “Poppy is a gypsy,” Astrid muttered. 
 
    “And what’s wrong with that?” I demanded, putting aside the fact that I was annoyed Wanda had just volunteered my services and time without even asking me.  
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that,” Wanda answered as she looked from me to Astrid. “And I won’t tolerate any gypsyism in this house. Poppy is the best potions maker I’ve ever met—she’s easily better than anyone in the Coven.” 
 
    I brightened up and couldn’t hide the surprise that ricocheted through me to hear Wanda defend me. I had no idea she considered my skills so highly. “Wow, thank you,” I started but Astrid interrupted. 
 
    “Fine!”  
 
    Wanda blinked at her. “That’s it? Just fine? You made my life a living hell for more than two weeks and now you’re saying fine? Why couldn’t you just say that to begin with, instead of kicking up such a stink?” 
 
    “Maybe if you’d explained the situation in a rational tone to start off with, you could have avoided this whole argument!” Astrid responded. 
 
    “Now, ladies,” I interrupted, as I took their empty spaghetti plates to the sink and then checked on the brownies. They still needed ten minutes or so. “We’ve solved your dilemma, so let’s move on, shall we?” I turned to face Wanda. “I still have my own favor to ask you… which is the whole reason I came here.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Wanda muttered. “What’s that favor?” 
 
    “Can I go back to my room?” Astrid asked. “I’m sick of adulting.” 
 
    I took the brownies out of the oven and placed them on the back burner so they could cool. “I’ll call you when the brownies are ready, Astrid,” I said as she nodded and stood up. 
 
    “Cool.” Then she disappeared back into her bedroom as I faced Wanda.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked.  
 
    “I have a big problem and I need help.” I took a breath. “It’s about Fifi.” 
 
    “This ought to be good,” she said and faced me with drawn brows. I then took the next ten minutes to explain the entire Fifi situation, from Angelo’s involvement to Fifi’s attempt at abstinence, to the potions I’d attempted on her that hadn’t worked. When I was finished, Wanda nodded at me and then looked over at the brownies.  
 
    “Are those ready yet?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Can I have one, anyway? I need some chocolate to continue this conversation—my energy reserves are low.” 
 
    I laughed as I walked over to the pan of brownies and cut her a fairly large one. Then I pulled out a plate and walked it back over to her. She nodded in thanks and stuffed about half the thing in her mouth as she chewed, talking at the same time. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “What makes sense?” I demanded. “None of the potions worked, might I remind you?” 
 
    She nodded and stuffed the other half of the brownie into her mouth and then swallowed that down, licking her fingers until I couldn’t watch her anymore. “Remind me never to give you another brownie again—that was pretty gross.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, brown all over her teeth. “I just… chocolate is my weakness.” Then she motioned to the pan. “Can you cut me another one?” 
 
    I did as she requested and handed the brownie to her. “Can you face the other direction while you’re smacking away on it?” 
 
    “No,” she answered, then took a big bite and smiled at me, half her teeth covered in the gooey stuff. 
 
    “Wanda!” 
 
    She started to laugh and then put her hand in front of her mouth to shield me as she snorted.  
 
    “I had no idea you were so unladylike!” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m only like this around you.” 
 
    “I feel so lucky.” 
 
    “Anyway, you can’t remove someone’s essence with potions, charms or spells—that requires dark magic,” she said as she swallowed and dropped her hand from over her mouth. “Does Fifi know that? Who is this witch who’s going to do the spell?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know—on either account. Although, I doubt Fifi does know it’s dark magic because she never mentioned that to me.” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t want you to know.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Anyway, you need seriously evil magic to divorce Fifi’s succubus side. It’s dangerous so don’t even think of trying it, Poppy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of trying it and I’ve been warning Fifi from the beginning not to go through with it at all. I’ve been telling her there has to be another way… but, so far, I just haven’t found that other way. Hence, why I’m here.” 
 
    “Right. So, let’s talk about what you have been trying to do.” 
 
    “I’ve been attempting to brew a potion that would reduce her sexual pheromones so men wouldn’t respond to her the way they currently do.” 
 
    “Why would she want you to do that?” 
 
    “Because she wants a man to like her for her, not because of the way she looks or the fact that she’s a succubus.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. She seems as interesting as a legal document.” 
 
    “Wanda, that’s not nice,” I said with a smirk. “And since I’ve been getting to know Fifi a little better, she’s not as vapid as you think. She’s actually really sweet and I feel for her.” 
 
    “Moving on,” Wanda griped. “You know how I feel about all this emotional stuff.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said and then gave her another big smile, to which she frowned. “The other potion I was trying to brew would basically stand in for the energy she takes from other people. Think of it as a Monster energy drink in potion form.” I took a breath. “But I know I’m missing something because everything I’ve tried so far doesn’t work. Sometimes, they even do the opposite.” 
 
    Wanda had me run through the ingredients I’d used in each potion as well as the process. Twice. Then she started nodding as she pointed to the brownies and I cut her another square. 
 
    “I think I understand the problem,” she said between mouthfuls. “Basically, when you brew a potion, you’re asking the universe to grant you something—money, attraction, protection—whatever.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The potion works by channeling your energy and intention toward whatever it is that you want. With this potion, though, you’re trying to do the opposite. You’re asking the universe to take something away—as in you’re trying to dull her pheromones and you’re trying to make her need to feed less than what it naturally is. That’s taking away, not adding to.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense.” 
 
    “And what you’re trying to take away is Fifi’s essential nature. So, of course, it won’t work. You’re trying to change Fifi into something she isn’t, so what ends up happening is that the magic just swings back the other way, reinforcing what’s already there—Fifi’s nature.” 
 
    “So, what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Nothing.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, nothing?” I demanded, my expression falling. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do because your white magic isn’t going to cut it here.” 
 
    “My white magic?” 
 
    “Might I remind you Fifi is a demon?” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    “Well, is demon magic light or dark?” 
 
    “Dark,” I answered slowly. 
 
    “Right. Lust, sex, desire—all of those are foundational parts of Fifi. And they’re all manipulated through dark magic, not light. White magic won’t be able to stop something as intrinsically coercive as Fifi’s aura. Someone would need to perform something closer to a curse to bind Fifi’s sexuality.” 
 
    “A curse?” 
 
    She nodded, then shrugged. “That’s what this separation spell is, in essence—a curse. It changes the person by adjusting who they are at their core.” 
 
    “Could you cast something like that?” I asked, knowing Wanda possessed dark magic, courtesy of Lorcan’s blood flowing through her veins. “Please tell me you can. I wouldn’t trust anyone else to do it.” 
 
    She shrugged again and accepted another brownie, this one without request. “If you asked me a month or so ago, I might have been able to.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means the vampire blood in me is getting stronger by the day,” she answered with a shrug. “I don’t trust my own magic anymore.” 
 
    “What does that mean in this case?” 
 
    “I don’t know—that’s the problem. I’d be too afraid to try it because who knows what could happen? What if I killed Fifi?” 
 
    “Hmm,” I started as I worried my lower lip. 
 
    “And even if I could accomplish it, I wouldn’t do it anyway,” she answered with another shrug. “It goes against everything witches believe. Bodies are natural. Sexuality is natural. I wouldn’t feel right taking away a part of Fifi that makes her who she is. Witches are taught and we believe that however the goddess created you, you should love yourself for it.” 
 
    I slumped, defeated. “Yeah. That’s what I thought, too. I told Fifi the spell was a bad idea, but she’s so set on it. She doesn’t want to consider any other options, and the more I keep failing to come up with an alternative, the more fixated she gets on thinking there’s only one way—one way that requires dark magic that could potentially kill her.” 
 
    “There are other possibilities...”  
 
    I looked up at her immediately. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, there’s always more than one way to skin a cat,” she answered, and gave Hellcat a meaningful glance as he walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh, bite your own arse,” the rude cat responded, yawning before he sauntered into the next room. 
 
    Wanda looked up at me again. “Well, with regard to throwing off Fifi’s pheromones so she’s not the sexual candy she currently is, we could draw her succubus spirit to the surface and then douse her in one of your potions laced with one of my minor repulsive curses. I used to cast them on my sisters when they annoyed me.” 
 
    I gaped at her, even as the idea appealed to me. “Even though you’d never win sister of the year award, that’s… a great idea.” 
 
    She chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it. That little potion-curse made sure none of my sisters came near me again and no one came near them, either. It was priceless!” 
 
    “What would it do where Fifi’s concerned?” 
 
    “It’s simple. No one will want to be around her. They might not know why, but instead of attracting everyone, she’ll repulse them.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I started, chewing on my lip. 
 
    “Just like how no one can really explain what about her makes her so enthralling, once we work this spell, no one will be able to pinpoint why they don’t want to be around her. They’ll just want to get as far away from her as possible.” 
 
    “But it won’t affect her nature?” 
 
    “No. She’ll still be a succubus, but she’ll have the opposite problem—no one will want to be around her.” 
 
    “Right. I’m not sure how that’s going to solve her problem. It’s just introducing a new one.” 
 
    “So, we’ll make the potion and the charm not quite so strong. It’s like tea—we just won’t steep it too long.” 
 
    “And will the effects wear off? What if we make a mistake and she alienates everyone… forever?” 
 
    “Simple. We just make it short term.”  
 
    She crossed the kitchen and opening a drawer, pulled out a tattered, leather-bound book. She slammed it down on the table and flipping through the pages, she pointed at the one in question. “Here’s the recipe for the potion. It’s pretty basic. You won’t have any trouble brewing it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I glanced over the page and agreed—it was a pretty basic recipe. I took out my phone and took a picture of the page, then I looked up at Wanda again. “It calls for something owned by the witch caster in question.” 
 
    “Oh,” Wanda said and nodded as she glanced around herself. Then she spotted Hellcat who was sitting in the window, licking one of his paws. She reached into a drawer beside me and pulled out a pair of scissors. Then she hid them behind her back and approached the cranky cat.  
 
    “What in the nine hells do you want now, you insufferable demoness,” he started as she pointed out the window. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “What? I don’t see anything!” he wailed as she gripped a tuft of his fur on the back of him and cut a bit of it off. 
 
    “Got it!” she pronounced. 
 
    “You untrustworthy hellhound!” the cat roared as he tried to take stock of his little haircut and just managed to turn around in circles. 
 
    “Here, this will make the potion work even faster since I not only own my familiar, but he’s also magical in his own right,” she said and fished out a Ziploc bag, dropping in the patch of Hellcat’s fur. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “How do we get her inner succubus spirit to come out?” 
 
    “We need to bring her around men we know the succubus likes to feed on.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Anyone you know the succubus likes to feed from.” 
 
    I thought of Henner and RJ, mostly because they were really the only men I knew well—aside from Roy, and there was no way I was willingly going to let Fifi feed from him. Or Marty, for that matter. Not that she could feed from them anyway, since they seemed to be immune to her charms. 
 
    “Henner and RJ,” I answered. 
 
    “Perfect. As soon as she gets near them, the succubus will come to the surface, and we can use the potion then. We should have a control subject on hand, just to make sure things don’t get out of hand.” 
 
    “A control subject?” 
 
    She nodded. “Marty should be perfect because he’s a null and can’t be charmed.” 
 
    I stiffened. I didn’t like the sound of this. Why did the picture of Fifi strutting in front of Marty make me jealous? It shouldn’t have and yet... She’d been throwing herself at him ever since I first moved to Haven Hollow—most likely because she was as perplexed as the rest of us that she had no reaction on him. 
 
    Wanda poured herself another drink and then tasted it, making a face when it apparently didn’t agree with the leftover brownies which were, no doubt, still colonizing her mouth.  
 
    “I feel better about Fifi’s situation now,” I said as I faced her. “I knew you’d be able to help me, Wanda. Thank you.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re leaving?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s getting late in the day and I have to go get Finn.” I studied the glass in front of her. “Take it easy, okay? Now that you’re the legal guardian of a minor, you have to think about being a good influence on her.” 
 
    She groaned. “Holy Hecuba, don’t remind me! How in the heck I avoided motherhood for one-hundred-forty years and then ended up basically a step-mother to three women is beyond me.” She spied Hellcat. “Make that three women and a demon from the lowest level of hell.” 
 
    I stood up. “If things get tough with Astrid again, I suggest you feed her. She’ll be a lot more reasonable with a full stomach.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true mother.” 
 
    “That’s me.” I took a step toward her, and knowing she wouldn’t initiate it, I extended my arms to give her a hug. She didn’t fight it this time—we were making progress.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I walked into the living room, intent on cleaning up the cups of Sprite and Coke, as well as the pizza boxes and other snacks which were now all gone. As soon as I walked in, I heard cheers coming from all around me as Henner, RJ, Darla, Libby, and Finn were in full cry on the couches and chairs. An old black-and-white film flickered on the TV screen. It was Ed Wood’s classic Plan 9 From Outer Space starring Bela Lugosi. 
 
    I wasn’t overly surprised to find that the group had decided to skip their plans of wrestling matches in order to come spend the evening with Finn and me. Darla said she missed Finn, and Henner, RJ, and Finn were essentially best friends. Even Libby seemed taken with Finn—she said he reminded her of her own son.  
 
    There was a definite sense of longing and sadness that overcame her when she mentioned her past, but luckily that sadness seemed to disappear as soon as I told her she could be Finn’s second mother. I wasn’t even sure what that meant, but Libby seemed over the moon about it and immediately started mothering him, while he seemed to be completely confused about the whole thing. 
 
    Once I explained to him that Libby had had her own son, once upon a time, he seemed to understand. Finn was a highly sensitive and caring little boy and it was one of the aspects about him that made me the proudest. 
 
    The group erupted in lusty cheers and laughter as one of the paper-plate flying saucers teetered onto the screen. The two men and Finn slapped their thighs and pointed, chortling with glee.  
 
    Libby frowned at the screen. “I don’t get it. I don’t see what’s so funny.” 
 
    The guys exploded in even louder mirth at her confusion. Because she’d lived during the 1950s, when the film first came out, she didn’t understand how comical the cheap props and gimmicks looked. 
 
    RJ hooked his elbow around Finn and gave him a rough shake. I didn’t want to interrupt the party, but when I glanced at the time, I had to. It was almost eleven o’clock and tomorrow was a school day. 
 
    I stepped between the audience and the screen, announcing movie night was now over because Finn had to get washed up and to bed.  
 
    “Mom,” Finn grumbled. 
 
    “Now, you heard her,” Libby said as she jumped up and took Finn by the crook of his elbow. “School is most important for a bright, young man’s future.” 
 
    I punched the power button and the onlookers bellowed in protest as the image vanished. “Hey!” Henner roared. “That was the best part!” 
 
    “And it will still be the best part tomorrow, when you can watch it again,” I responded. 
 
    Darla flung herself back against the couch. She crossed her arms. “She’s such a Mrs. Grundy! She always spoils everything—she’s such a killjoy.” 
 
    “Come on, Mom,” Finn groaned. “Just let us finish the movie.” 
 
    I pointed to the stairs. “It’s almost eleven. I’ll give you five minutes to brush your teeth and get in bed. If you go one minute overtime, I’ll revoke Henner and RJ’s certification to babysit you at all.” 
 
    “Come along, my love,” Libby said as she walked Finn out of the room. “I’ll make sure you get every tooth.” 
 
    Finn looked at me over his shoulder with a yearning expression, even as Libby escorted him up the stairs. I couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    Henner and RJ scrambled to gather up empty popcorn bowls and pizza boxes, corn chip bags, and dirty plastic cups. They scooped everything into a black plastic trash bag in record time and hustled for the door. 
 
    I met them there. “I really appreciate your help tonight, guys. You really are the best babysitters on the planet.” 
 
    RJ glanced at me and then shot his eyes fleetingly toward the stairs. “Sorry about keeping the little guy up so late.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said with a big smile. “Let’s just not make it a habit.” 
 
    “Thanks for a great night, Pops,” Henner said, as Darla took his hand and giggled up at him. Libby, meanwhile, appeared at the top of the stairs.  
 
    “The little love is all cleaned up and ready for bed. I already kissed him goodnight.” 
 
    I had to wonder how that went over with Finn and imagined I was about to get an earful. “Thank you, Libby,” I said as she walked down the stairs and met the others in the foyer. I bid them all a good night, before locking the door, turning off all the lights downstairs, and climbing up the stairs to tuck Finn in. 
 
    When I walked into his room, he had the covers pulled up to his chin and the unmistakable smell of toothpaste filled the room. “Mom, you have to tell Libby to stop treating me like I’m a four-year-old. She kept rubbing my head and asking me if she could read me some book called ‘Scuffy the Tugboat and his adventures Down the River’.” 
 
    I started to laugh. “She isn’t completely accustomed to this time period, Finn. I think she has a hard time with modern stuff.” 
 
    “Well, she’s a little creepy.” 
 
    I sat down on the edge of his bed. “I’m really glad you’re settling in so well here, in Haven Hollow, Finn,” I said, reaching down to stroke his head.  
 
    We hadn’t been in Haven Hollow that long—just a few months now—but it really seemed like Finn was taking to the town—maybe even more than I was. 
 
    “I’m really happy here, Mom. I really like RJ and Henner and Marty. They’re like my best friends.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know they are, but you can still make friends at school, you know? Friends your own age.” 
 
    “I have friends at school,” he answered. “There’s Mia and Luke, and Johnny.” 
 
    “I’m really glad to hear that. Maybe this weekend you can invite some of them over for a play date?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he said and nodded as I leaned down and kissed him goodnight.  
 
    “I love you, noodle,” I said as he looped his arms around my neck.  
 
    “I love you more, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you most,” I said as I hugged him even harder. 
 
    Then I turned on his sound machine, which made a bubbling brook noise, and I turned on his rotating night light which projected images of planets onto the ceiling in azure blue. Ever since Finn had experienced a nightmarish haunting in our old house, he slept with a nightlight, and I understood why. And, of course, there was Piggy... 
 
    Piggy was a stuffed-animal pig who had only recently come to life, courtesy of Wanda who had magicked the thing. Now it walked around and spoke like it had a brain of its own. It was disconcerting, to say the least, but Finn seemed to love the stuffed animal even more. 
 
    “Where’s Piggy, Mom?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m right here,” the pig answered as it teetered across the room, from where it was sitting in the closet, doing what, I wasn’t sure and really didn’t want to think about. Wanda had assured me the pig was only capable of love and there was no way it would turn on us and become like Chucky or something similar.  
 
    Finn moved his blankets to the side and the pig climbed up the chair at the side of his bed, until it could reach the mattress. Then it jumped into bed beside Finn and snuggled in close to him.  
 
    “Goodnight, best friend,” Piggy said. 
 
    “Goodnight, Piggy,” Finn answered. “And goodnight, Mom.” 
 
    “Night, Sweet Pea.” 
 
    “Say goodnight to Piggy, Mom,” Finn protested. 
 
    “Night, Piggy.” 
 
    “Night, Grandma,” the pig answered as I shook my head and switched off the light. I eased the door closed, then tiptoed to the stairs and made straight for the kitchen. With Finn in bed, and the house now to myself, I pulled out my phone and after reading the list of ingredients for the potion that would help Fifi become less… Fifi, I pulled them all off my shelves. The bag of Hellcat’s fur was currently in my purse on the kitchen counter. 
 
    Then I mixed and boiled and stirred and added a bit of that and a bit of this. Once I was finished, I distilled everything into a single vial. While I watched the precious drops fall into the bottle, I took out my phone and called Roy. I didn’t want to, but until this relationship officially went down in flames, I owed him an update about my visit to Wanda. 
 
    He answered in a tense clip. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi,” I started, and then took a deep breath. “I think Wanda and I worked out a solution for Fifi so she won’t have to go to the mountains to stay with your family… at least, not yet.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    That was it. No congratulations. No ‘good job’. No questions. No nothing. 
 
    “I was thinking… maybe when Finn has spring break, we could go to see your family instead. What do you think?” 
 
    There was silence on the other line for a second or so too long. “Maybe. I don’t know. We’ll have to see how it goes.” 
 
    I stiffened. “Don’t you want me to meet your family?” 
 
    His voice softened. “It’s not that I don’t want you to,” he started. “I just can’t stand all this fighting. Why do we do it? Why does every conversation have to turn into an argument?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I…” I broke off. I couldn’t tell him the real reason—that we just wanted different things out of life—and that we weren’t… right for each other.  
 
    “What is going on, Poppy?”  
 
    I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t tell him. I didn’t want to admit to the fears that had been plaguing me for the last few weeks. He should have children. He should have a partner who lived as long as he would. I wasn’t the right woman for him. It was just… as simple as that. 
 
     “If you’re not going to talk to me, I have work to do,” he said. 
 
    “I do want to talk to you, but not tonight. I’m… I’m just exhausted, and I still have to finish this potion for Fifi. What about tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m working.” 
 
    “I could come to the bar. Okay?” 
 
    He let out a long, shaky sigh. “Alright. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    We both hung up.  
 
    I held the phone in my hand and I wasn’t sure why, but I just couldn’t put it down. There was a part of me that wanted to call him back right now, that wanted to explain everything. That part of me didn’t want to wait until tomorrow. Leaving all of this hanging over both our heads wasn’t fair to either one of us. 
 
    Then again, letting my fears blow up wasn’t fair, either. I should have told Roy about my doubts a long time ago, but I couldn’t change that now. And, regardless, what was he really going to say? There was nothing he could say—sorry, I’ll age so much more slowly than you will? Sorry I want a bunch of children but you probably can’t have any more, and wouldn’t want to, anyway? 
 
    There was nothing really more to be said. It was as clear as day that Roy and I… we just weren’t meant to be. 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I called Henner, RJ, and Marty while I drove Finn to school. I told them to meet me at the bar and to take Fifi to Roy’s back office. Wanda and I planned to perform the spell there (RJ believed Wanda was just a practicing Wiccan) as soon as I stopped by my store to get a few other things we needed. After we cast this spell, Fifi wouldn’t be attracting anyone for a while, which would hopefully give me enough time to focus on step two of our plan—somehow figuring out a way that she wouldn’t have to feed or siphon away someone’s life energy. 
 
    Either way, I had a good feeling about this. 
 
    I kissed Finn and kept the motor running until he disappeared into the school building. Then, I drove down Main Street and parked the Jeep in front of my store. I walked in and collected a few other potions from behind the counter.  
 
    While I slipped the bottles into my handbag with the repulsive curse potion I’d made the night before, the doorbell jingled. I barely glanced up. “Sorry. We’re closed for the day.” 
 
    “What a shame.” A silken, sultry voice purred through the store. It stroked my every nerve, so I had no choice but to look up. 
 
    A tall, square-shouldered man strolled toward the counter. I didn’t know any living human could walk that slowly, but I didn’t want him to hurry. I wanted to look and keep on looking at his… captivating form. 
 
    My gaze trailed over every chiseled inch of him—from his high cheekbones to his tanned neck, his shirt collar open just enough to reveal the cleft between his collarbones. My eyes traveled lower still, to his narrow waist graced by a leather belt and his long legs. 
 
    His tailored business suit did absolutely nothing to hide the firm, powerful body underneath. Everything about him oozed sex appeal. His dark eyes bored into what felt like my soul, and a rush of heat flooded my body.  
 
    He stopped next to the Valentine’s Day display. His long, regal fingers lifted out a potion bottle, and he raised an eyebrow at the label. “Love’s Goddess. Rose oil. Musk oil. Mint. Attracts the opposite sex and smooths romantic pursuits.” Then he looked back at me. “This is a complicated potion. You must be good at what you do.” 
 
    I blushed and batted my eyelashes like a love-struck debutante. I gave a high-pitched laugh that didn’t sound anything like my usual laugh, and I had to wonder what in the hell had gotten into me. I shuffled my feet and looked at… well, at his chest again. “I’m just okay at brewing,” I said, blushing all the while. “I’m nothing special.” 
 
    “I hear all kinds of things about you,” he purred. He inched closer to the counter, and my heart skipped a beat. The potion bottle still dangled from his fingertips as though he might drop it any second.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I purred. “And what have you heard?” 
 
    Oh, Dear Lord, but I was flirting with him! Me! Someone who didn’t even know the meaning of the word ‘flirting’! What in the world…  
 
    “I hear you help people with their problems,” he answered, stepping even closer, until only a few inches of air separated us—it was all I could do to try not to swallow that air, not to eat it. “Maybe you can help me.” 
 
    “Uh… okay. I will if I can,” I continued, trying to rein my hormones in because usually when one started acting unlike oneself, it meant magic was involved. And I didn’t trust magic—when it was coming from someone other than myself. Or maybe, Wanda. “What’s the trouble?” 
 
    “I’m quite worried about my sister,” the stranger answered in that low, deep voice that had the consistency of warm caramel. “She disappeared and I’ve been going out of my mind looking for her. Maybe you know where she is?” 
 
    “Your sister?” I stammered, still stuck in the snare of his gaze, even as I fought it with everything I had. “Who is she?” 
 
    “Her name is Seraphina Stenham.”  
 
    As soon as he mentioned the name, an icy feeling suddenly shot through me, and I instinctively took a step back. He didn’t seem to notice, but kept talking. 
 
    “She used to work at Hallowed Realty, but since the agency shut down, I don’t have any way to track her down.” 
 
    “You’re Angelo,” I said as a light went on in my head. This was Fifi’s brother—the incubus. No wonder I found him so instantly and insanely attractive. He could charm the pants off any woman he chose. Even Sandy-at-the-beginning-of-the-movie. 
 
    He leaned both elbows on the counter so he was gazing up at me from below. His eyes almost sent me into a daze again, but now I was prepared to fight his glamour—now that I knew just what he was, who he was. 
 
    “I’m so worried about her. Her health is in quite the fragile state and my family is worried she might soon collapse from the… fatigue. She has not been feeding as she should.” 
 
    I squared my shoulders and forced my mind back to reality. “You don’t have to pull that sob story on me, Angelo. I know all about Fifi’s situation and you’ll get no information from me.” 
 
    He straightened and stood up, frowning, but didn’t change his soft, velvety tone. Before I thought to stop it, he extended his hand across the counter and touched mine. His palm covered my knuckles, and warmth washed through me. 
 
    Warmth and a sudden buzz of energy that seemed to instantly cover every inch of me. A cloud of all-consuming desire took over my mind, clouding my every thought. I couldn’t stop staring at him, and every other logical thought flew out of my head. I wanted to seize that hand and kiss it. I wanted to kiss him! And I wanted him to kiss me! 
 
    Control yourself, Poppy! I yelled inwardly. This guy’s the biggest jerk in town and you’re falling for his little act hook, line and sinker! 
 
    “You can’t blame me for trying to protect my own sister,” he breathed as he moved closer to me again. “If you knew her situation, you’d know she’s putting her own life in danger. She’s not… stable. She’s a danger to herself. Her family has a duty to intervene and I am her family.” He paused and smiled more broadly. “I just want to help her. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to her.” 
 
    “I know the truth about you, Angelo,” I managed. “And I won’t help you.” 
 
    His jaw tightened, and neither of us said anything for a few seconds. We just stood there, staring at each other. Finally, he smiled again and his tongue, slightly forked at the end, wetted his lower lip. He reminded me of a snake. 
 
    “Mmm, you are quite the delectable, little package, aren’t you, Poppy the gypsy?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took as big a breath as I could as I forced myself to fight his pheromones, which were doing a damned good job of surrounding me, pushing against me as if trying to search for a way into my heart and mind. 
 
    “I want you to leave,” I managed. 
 
    He chuckled and leaned in closer. I could feel his breath along the bridge of my nose. “My power is much stronger than yours. I am demon, as I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    “Leave,” I answered, only able to mutter one word. I could feel my nails digging into my palms and beads of sweat broke out across my forehead and in the small of my back. 
 
    “Your will is nothing against mine,” Angelo continued. “In fact, let’s take a little hiatus in your back room, shall we? I’d enjoy nothing more than finding out if that body of yours is as appetizing as that face.” 
 
    I opened my eyes to glare at him, but found myself suddenly lost in the inky darkness of his eyes. In fact, they were so dark, I couldn’t detect his pupils. 
 
    “Come now, don’t you want to feel my hands on you? My lips on you?” he continued as he reached forward. My body wanted to go with him—wanted to take his offered hand and follow him into the backroom where he’d not only ravage me, but he’d feed on my life force, like a leech.  
 
    I scrunched my eyes shut even tighter and held my ground. It took every ounce of my willpower, every ounce of any strength I currently possessed, but I managed to stay put. 
 
    “Ah, you’re a tough little thing, aren’t you?” he asked, chuckling again as I forced my eyes open and found his scanning my body from my chest down.  
 
    “If you don’t leave, I will call the police.” 
 
    “Enough said,” he answered, and his pheromone assault suddenly stopped. The air around me no longer buzzed with the pressure of his will, and I found I could breathe again.  
 
    “Before I leave,” he continued as I tried not to pant. “Tell me where she is.” 
 
    It felt like I was suddenly hit by a force that came directly from his eyes—like I was a fly and I’d just flown too close to an electric insect zapper. I opened my mouth before I could stop myself. “She’s at the Half-Moon Bar and Grill.”  
 
    I pulled my hand up to cover my mouth and shock widened my eyes. The words had come out with no effort. I didn’t even know they were out until I heard them. 
 
    A cruel smile broke across Angelo’s face, and every trace of the attraction I’d previously felt towards him suddenly evaporated, leaving me feeling hollow and cold. He removed his hand from mine and I felt even colder, like I was withering on the inside.  
 
    “Thank you, Poppy. You’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    In telling him where Fifi was, I’d just put her into trouble—I’d placed her right in the path of the storm!  
 
    Angelo migrated backward, to the door. He twirled the bottle of Love’s Goddess in front of my eyes. “This will be very helpful, too. Thank you.” 
 
    Lightning quick, I snatched up a small Ziploc baggie from under the counter. It contained a powder of eggshell, sage, and quartz crystal dust. I ripped open the bag and flung it at Angelo to hex the front entrance of my store in order to stop him from leaving. It was my form of a security system.  
 
    Some of the dust sprinkled his immaculately polished shoes, but he only laughed as he continued forward. “Good attempt, but you’ll have to try better.” 
 
    I dove for a different box next to the register and grabbed the first banishment potion I could lay my hands on. I uncorked the bottle top and threw the liquid at him, but he was already walking through the front door and I missed him entirely. 
 
    “Crap!” I rasped and cursed myself for my lapse. Now Fifi’s family would find her and it was all my fault.  
 
    I caught a fleeting glimpse of Angelo sliding into a shiny red sports car, which was parked at the curb. He hit the gas and peeled out into the street. He almost collided with another car, but I couldn’t say I cared. Instead, I tossed another bottle of the banishment potion into my handbag and raced for my Jeep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was never any parking directly in front of the Half-Moon, so I skidded into the curb at the top of the street. Turning off the engine, I threw myself out and ran down the sidewalk, getting curious glances from all the window shoppers. I also got a sick feeling in my stomach when I saw Angelo’s sports car parked out front.  
 
    I could only hope I wasn’t too late. 
 
    Charging into the restaurant, all doubt evaporated when I saw Angelo talking to a group near the hallway leading to the bathrooms. Four men as attractive as him and three women as sultry and alluring as Fifi nodded and pointed in different directions. They had to be Fifi’s family. I could definitely see the resemblance. They all looked like supermodels without even trying. And the pheromones lacing the air were almost too much to handle.  
 
    The instant I stepped inside, Fifi’s family turned toward another door that led to Roy’s office. I rushed forward like my pathetic efforts could somehow forestall the inevitable. Just then, Shelby Stomper, the perky, blonde hostess stepped into my path.  
 
    “Table for one?” 
 
    Dodging to the right, I shouldered past her without answering, but once again, I was too late. The supermodels vanished behind the corner, on their way to Roy’s office. 
 
    I toppled several waiters and kicked over two chairs in my headlong charge to cross the crowded restaurant. Patrons yelled in protest, but I turned a deaf ear to everything surrounding me.  
 
    I had to stop them. I had to protect Fifi. 
 
    I veered around the corner and collided with Angelo. I bounced off his iron chest and he caught me in both arms.  
 
    “Ah, have you come to tell me you’ve changed your mind?” he asked with a laugh as he tightened his hold around my waist. 
 
    I struggled against his hold, even as his pheromones assaulted me all over again. Over his shoulder, I saw my worst nightmare coming true. Fifi’s relatives already had the office door open. And Roy, Fifi, Henner, RJ, and Marty were waiting for me inside. 
 
    Fifi looked up and her countenance went white when she saw her family coming closer and Angelo holding me. The four guys stared in shock at the advancing enemy. 
 
    “Hey!” Marty yelled at Angelo, once he realized Angelo had hold of me. “You let her go right now!” 
 
    “Get Fifi out of here!” I yelled. 
 
    Roy sprang between Fifi and her family, who were now coming through the door. He backed her against the wall, bellowing over his shoulder. “The window! Get to the window!” 
 
    His voice snapped the other three out of their surprise. Marty, RJ, and Henner leapt forward to intercept the intruders who were already attacking them.  
 
    Still grappling me in one massive arm, Angelo yanked me forward, covering the few steps that separated us from the office in a second or two. Then he whipped out the bottle of Love’s Goddess he’d stolen from my store. He cranked off the top with his teeth and threw the contents of the potion at Fifi. It splashed all over her, hitting her full in the face and splashing against her chest. Some of it hit Roy, as well.  
 
    The effect was instantaneous. 
 
    RJ and Henner immediately stopped fighting Fifi’s family and instead they wheeled around, staring at Fifi as if they were suddenly stuck in a zombie state. It was another second before they lurched towards her and barreled into the brick wall that was Roy. Between the two of them, they propelled Roy back against the wall. His bulk pinned Fifi under his weight, but she already had the window open. 
 
    She slung one leg over the sill, but I didn’t see what happened next because a herd of maybe twenty diners suddenly crashed into me from behind. They plowed Angelo and me into the office, forcing us forward as if we were paper boats against a typhoon.  
 
    And that was when I realized what was happening. Throwing Love’s Goddess on a succubus was like throwing kerosene onto a fire. Now Fifis’ pheromones were basically on crack, heightened a hundred percent. Any man (and even some women) within the vicinity weren’t going to be able to control themselves. Their need for Fifi would completely overcome their rational, logical minds. 
 
    This situation was bad. Really bad. 
 
    The mob forced Fifi’s family aside in their rush to get to Fifi. In half a second, the restaurant patrons packed the office and flattened everyone to the walls. They flattened Roy, too, but since he was already against the window, he still protected Fifi while she slipped outside.  
 
    Even with the crowd packed into every inch of space, they still fought and kicked and struggled to reach Fifi. As soon as she left the room, they turned away. Conversation flew thick and fast. Quite a few people pointed behind me toward the exit. 
 
    The patrons started to leave the office, but as the crowd thinned out, my worst fears materialized all over again. They talked in rapid snatches about how they planned to get to Fifi. Everyone had a different idea, but they all had one thing in common. They were leaving the Half-Moon to track her down. 
 
    The crowd eased enough for Fifi’s family to escape, too. At some point, Angelo released me and was now darting away with the rest of his relatives. It took at least another five minutes for me to reach Roy. 
 
    Roy grabbed Marty and shoved him toward the window as he thrust his keys into Marty’s hand. “Get Fifi to my truck and get her out of town—take her towards the mountains on Highway 207. Don’t stop until you hit the end of the road. I’ll meet you there!” 
 
    “Where’s your truck parked?” Marty demanded. 
 
    “In the lot at the end of the street.” 
 
    “Christ, that’s a mile away!” 
 
    “Go!” Roy yelled. 
 
    He nearly crammed Marty out the window, but anyone could see Henner and RJ were fully under Fifi’s spell. They ran the opposite way to join the other patrons. The last customers ran off and Roy rushed towards me. He took my hand.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s all my fault!” I blurted out. “It’s my fault they found her! I was the one who told Angelo. I was under his spell. I couldn’t stop myself!” 
 
    His expression softened. “It wasn’t your fault, Poppy. What’s done is done and now we’ve got to deal with this situation.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “What we should have done a long time ago. We’re going to my family’s in the mountains. They’re the only ones who can protect Fifi against… everyone.” 
 
    “What about Finn? He’s still at school!” 
 
    He nodded. “We’ll pick Finn up on the way.” 
 
    “Or maybe Finn and I should just stay here? Angelo isn’t after us.” 
 
    Roy shook his head. “It isn’t safe for either of you in town. If the demons came after you again, there’s no guarantee you wouldn’t tell them a second time where Fifi is hiding.” 
 
    I nodded, too devastated to answer. And Roy was right—if Fifi’s family did come after me and forced me to tell them where Fifi was hiding, I would tell them. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself, no matter how hard I tried. 
 
    “Roy, if we take Finn to your family’s colony, that means we’re going to have to tell him the truth about what you are, as well as the truth about what Fifi is. We’re probably going to have to tell him the whole truth about everyone in Haven Hollow.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, and his jaw was tight. “Then we’ll have to tell him the truth. We have no other choice.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    We forced our way through the confusion in the street on our march towards the Jeep. The scene outside was one of pure chaos as people came out of the other establishments, filling the street. They seemed to be searching for something they couldn’t locate—Fifi. Her pheromones were still thick in the air and even though I wasn’t a lesbian by any stretch of the imagination, I could still feel them. 
 
    Roy grabbed my arm.  
 
    We dashed up Main Street, but so many people beat us to it that we couldn’t get in front of them. The harder we struggled to shoulder our way through, the more thoroughly we got packed into the assembly. 
 
    I spotted Angelo once in the throng as he stood beside his car which wasn’t going anywhere fast. It was surrounded by people. At least we had that going for us: Fifi’s family was no closer to taking her away than we were to stopping them. 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder. Dozens of people of both sexes poured from their doors to join the stampede. Of course they had no idea what they were looking for or why they felt so single-mindedly compelled to search. Fifi’s pheromones, though, were forcing them to take action. 
 
    Fifi’s relatives were nowhere in sight. If they thought to follow Roy and me instead of Marty, they kept themselves well hidden. As soon as the thought crossed my mind, we reached the end of the street, where I’d parked the Jeep. The throng of wanderers had thinned out by now and there were only a few randomly walking near the Jeep. 
 
    It was then that the group of incubae and succubae from Fifi’s family materialized out of nowhere and surrounded us. Five powerfully built guys and three women I wouldn’t want to mess with, either, closed us in a ring.  
 
    “What the hell do you want?” Roy yelled at the man in front. 
 
    “Where is Fifi?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know?”  
 
    “You were with her in the bar,” one of the women countered. “You were the ones who tried to destroy her succubus spirit.” 
 
    “We weren’t trying to destroy her spirit at all,” I blurted. “We were trying to help her avoid exactly that.” 
 
    “You’re lying. Angelo told us everything,” the woman answered. 
 
    “That’s what you get for relying on that pencil-necked moron for your information,” Roy snapped.  
 
    “He has no reason to lie about his own sister being in danger.” The big guy took a step closer to Roy but was interrupted when Angelo’s sports car suddenly appeared behind us. 
 
    “I’ve got a read on her,” he yelled as he rolled down the window. “She’s with a human male in a Dodge Ram, headed out of town.” Then he sped off, his car screeching as it took the corner too fast.  
 
    All at once, Fifi’s family seemed to completely forget about us as they dispersed, most likely heading for their own automobiles.  
 
    “Give me your keys, Poppy,” Roy said as I fished them out of my purse and handed them to him. Then he nodded, turned around and unlocked the Jeep. I threw my door open and watched him seat himself, before turning on the engine and flooring it.  
 
    “Angelo is going to be way ahead of us by the time we get Finn,” I said. 
 
    Roy’s jaw was tight. “We’ll just hope Marty is way ahead of Angelo.” 
 
    I nodded and that was when I remembered Wanda was supposed to meet me at the Half-Moon earlier to perform the curse on Fifi. I pulled my phone out of my bag and unlocking it, realized I had a voicemail and three texts. When I pulled up the texts, they were all from Wanda. The first said she was running late. The second said: 
 
    I can’t get anywhere near the Half-Moon because there are a bunch of half-wits milling all around downtown. WTF is going on? Has everyone in this town turned into a zombie or what? 
 
    The third text said: 
 
    I had nothing to do with this, I swear. 
 
    I hit play on the voicemail and Wanda’s voice floated through the Jeep. “Um, I don’t know what in the world is going on, but I’m going home. We’ll have to do the curse another day because I can’t even make it to the Half-Moon. Everyone appears to be out of their minds and walking around like the living dead. Like I said in my text, this has absolutely nothing to do with me. Call me later.” 
 
    I’d have to call her much later. For now, I had other things to deal with. The first thing on my list being Finn. Luckily, Finn’s school was close to downtown. Just a few minutes away. I called the school and asked the principal to have him ready and waiting on the curb, saying we’d had a family emergency. 
 
    It was another few minutes before we reached the school and Finn was waiting on the curb, looking concerned. I jumped out of the passenger seat as soon as Roy pulled up and opened the back door for Finn as he unloaded his backpack and pushed it into the other seat.  
 
    His voice trembled when he asked me, “What’s going on, Mom?”  
 
    “I’ll explain everything, but right now, we need to hurry.” 
 
    Finn said hello to Roy, who responded in kind as we turned back into the street and started out of town.  
 
    “We should be able to save a few minutes if we take Highway 19 to Highway 207. It’s the backway most people don’t know about,” Roy said. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Finn asked. 
 
    I informed him we were headed into the mountains—to find Roy’s family who would keep us all protected from the chaos erupting in town. I didn’t go into the rest of it because I just… wasn’t ready yet. I knew the moment I told Finn I’d been keeping the truth about Haven Hollow from him all this time, he’d feel betrayed. And before I even ventured into the conversation, I wanted to make sure I had the right words.  
 
    Roy glanced over at me, a question in his expression, but I just shook my head. 
 
    When the time was right, it would make itself known. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When we reached Highway 207, Roy asked me to call Marty, which I quickly did. He informed us he was nearly to the end of the highway, which meant he had maybe twenty minutes on us. Apparently, there was no sign of anyone else, as Marty reported they hadn’t seen another car on the entire drive up. 
 
    It was then that the gray clouds decided to open up and a fairly heavy rain started to fall, making our progress even slower as Roy had to account for the road conditions. 
 
    It was nineteen minutes later that we spotted Roy’s truck parked at the end of the paved road. Beyond it was a dirt road that disappeared behind a bend in the trees. We stopped on the shoulder and Roy turned to face me.  
 
    “Let’s all pile into the truck because you’re almost out of gas.” 
 
    I nodded and helped Finn out of the Jeep as we shielded ourselves against the rain and ran to the truck. I opened the back door for Finn and then we both piled into the back seat as Marty jumped down from the drivers’ seat to let Roy take over.  
 
    “We’ll alternate driving until we get there,” Roy informed Marty as the latter nodded and started for the back seat of the truck, on Finn’s side. Fifi was still seated in front.  
 
    Before Roy took his seat, he leaned into the truck and furrowed his brow at Fifi. “We should cover you with something nasty to smother the power of that potion Angelo covered you with. The last thing I want to deal with is a bunch of sas, er…” He glanced back at Finn. “A bunch of guys getting all love-crazy.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t your family be immune to Fifi, just like you are?” I whispered. 
 
    Roy shook his head. “I don’t know, but I also don’t want to find out the hard way.” He started for the back of his pickup and brought out a spray bottle. He didn’t seem to even notice the rain, which had now drenched him.  
 
    “Hi,” Finn said as he gazed dreamily at Fifi. 
 
    “Hi, handsome,” she responded, turning to look at him. 
 
    He just continued to stare at her with the same zoned out expression everyone else had. I guessed the only reason he wasn’t as gung-ho about touching her was that he was just a kid so her pheromones didn’t work quite the same way on him as they did on adult males. 
 
    And thank God for that. 
 
    “Wouldn’t the rain wash the potion off Fifi?” Marty asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, all it would do is ensure she’s wet and miserable.” Then I faced Roy. “You should spray that stuff onto Fifi in the truck, otherwise it will all just drip off her in the rain.” 
 
    Roy nodded and sat behind the wheel, closing the door beside him.  
 
    “What is that?” Fifi asked as she focused on the small bottle he held up to her. 
 
    “It masks my scent. I use it for hunting.” He held the nozzle up and she closed her eyes as he sprayed it down her torso, and along her arms. Then he handed it to her so she could get her legs.  
 
    “How do we know if it worked?” Marty asked. 
 
    “I guess we just have to…” 
 
    Roy got halfway through his sentence when the sound of vehicles assaulted our hearing. I glanced back to see a fleet of cars, trucks, vans, delivery vehicles, and even a few motorcycles appear around the bend in the road.  
 
    “Time to go!” Roy yelled as he started the truck’s engine and then put it into reverse. 
 
    “I can’t believe they found us,” Marty said as he turned around to look at all the cars, some of which were trying to pass the others. It looked like an accident waiting to happen.  
 
    “Fifi’s pheromones are just that strong,” Roy answered. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Love’s Goddess is an incredibly potent recipe.” 
 
    Roy put the truck into drive again and started around the barrier at the end of the paved road. Beyond it was the start of a rough-looking dirt trail.  
 
    “Half those cars won’t make it on this road,” Roy said. 
 
    “What about the other half?” Finn asked. I figured Roy’s hunting spray was doing its job because Finn was now no longer cow-eyed over Fifi, but back to his regular self. 
 
    “That’s the half we need to worry about,” Roy answered, then faced me in the rear-view mirror. “Poppy, can you call Wanda and Lorcan? We need to get the Council to stop all the mundanes from leaving Haven Hollow. The last thing I need is to show up at my family’s doorstep with a bunch more humans.” 
 
    And that was when I realized the time to have the conversation with Finn had just dropped in my lap. Like a bomb. 
 
    “What are mundanes?” Finn started as he frowned at me, before looking back at Roy. “And why wouldn’t your family like humans when they are humans?”  
 
    “It’s not that they don’t like them,” Roy answered as he looked at me and gave me a sheepish expression. I just nodded, to let him know the time was now. “They just are very private in general and they don’t deal well with outsiders on a good day, but this would definitely earn me a trip to the doghouse.” 
 
    I turned to face Finn and I started the conversation with information he already knew—that Wanda was a witch and she’d raised Libby from the dead and brought Darla back to life, as well. From there, I traveled into the territory known as Lorcan is a vampire. I let Roy explain about his lineage, and then Fifi explained hers. Then I informed Finn that Stanley was a centaur and the Rutledges were all werewolves. Throughout the whole explanation, Finn just sat still, saying nothing. But with his arms folded across his chest and his lips as tight as they were, it didn’t take a genius to realize he was upset. 
 
    “Mom, you’ve been lying to me since we moved to Haven Hollow,” he said finally. 
 
    “Finn, I wanted to tell you,” I insisted. “I wanted to tell you more than anything, but I was sworn to secrecy.” 
 
    “The Council of Supernatural Creatures in Haven Hollow forced us to sign a contract, buddy,” Marty added as he looked over at Finn, who refused to look back at him. 
 
    “Then you knew everything too?”  
 
    “I wanted to tell you, Finn, just like your mom wanted to tell you.” 
 
    “But neither of you told me anything—my own mom kept the truth from me and so did my best friend.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Finn,” I said as I tried to put my arms around him, but he was as cold as ice. “I hated not being able to tell you the truth but the Council said if we broke our vows, we would get kicked out of Haven Hollow.” 
 
    Finn didn’t respond but just stared straight ahead. No one said anything for a few more seconds until Roy cleared his throat and broke the silence. He looked at me in the rear view mirror. “Can you call Wanda?” he reminded me. 
 
    I nodded as I glanced down at my phone which I was still holding. I tapped Wanda’s name on the contacts list and listened as it rang once, twice. On the third ring, she picked up. 
 
    “Finally you call me back.” 
 
    “Sorry, Wanda—” 
 
    “What in blazes is going on? Why is everyone walking around like they’re on something?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Angelo splashed Love’s Goddess all over Fifi and now the whole damn town is after her. We’re headed for Roy’s family stronghold in the mountains.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?”  
 
    “We need you to make sure the Council intervenes to stop the exodus of people from Haven Hollow. There must be at least fifty vehicles on our tail and I’m sure they aren’t the only ones.” 
 
    A long pause answered me and then Wanda smacked her lips. “You really know how to create a public disturbance, don’t you?” 
 
    “This wasn’t my doing,” I said, even though I figured it could be traced back to me since I’d inadvertently told Angelo where Fifi was in the first place.  
 
    You didn’t do it on purpose! I reminded myself. This isn’t your fault.  
 
    “I need you to get Lorcan and rouse the Council to run interference,” I continued. “If you don’t do something quick, a bad situation is going to get infinitely worse.” 
 
    “Keep your hair on, girl,” Wanda drawled. “The Council won’t be able to handle an uproar like that—not this quickly anyway.” 
 
    “So, what, you’re not going to do anything?” 
 
    “Will you stop from jumping off the cliff for a minute?” Wanda responded, sounding irritated. “We’ll have to call in the mundane authorities.” 
 
    “Is there any way we can avoid that?”  
 
    “Not that I can see. We’ll just tell them there’s some kind of natural disaster just outside city limits so they need to keep everyone from leaving town. I’m sure I can come up with something.” 
 
    “Okay,” I started, even as I wondered what natural disaster would keep people inside town limits and how she was going to convince the police of the natural disaster in the first place. But, Wanda was resourceful so I had no doubt she’d figure something out. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    “Then I’ll, unfortunately, have to get in touch with the Portland Coven to do some damage control on Haven Hollow’s human population.” She paused for a second or two. “We’ll need a lot of witch help making sure the townspeople don’t remember anything about this.” She sighed. “I’m sure Mother is just going to eat this up.” 
 
    “Then can I count on you and Lorcan to handle the crowd?” I asked, just wanting to make sure we were on the same page. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” she replied without much enthusiasm. “I’m not thrilled about contacting Mother over this, just so you’re aware. I was hoping to avoid that for… you know, the rest of my life.” 
 
    “I’m…” I wanted to apologize, but just then, two vehicles barreled alongside us in an open area next to the dirt trail. They rolled along parallel with the truck and the drivers and passengers waved to us from the windows. They leered in stark, stupid amazement at Fifi while they motioned for Roy to pull over. 
 
    He shot them a venomous glare and fixed his eyes straight ahead. The engine whined to a frantic pitch and it seemed the rain was coming down even harder now. When Roy tried to jump ahead, a huge Land Rover pulled into him. 
 
    The vehicle smashed into the truck’s side and overpowered Roy’s best efforts to keep the vehicle running straight. Everyone screamed and I wedged my arm against the seat in front, trying not to come up close and personal with it. Luckily, the truck didn’t roll over and Roy was able to keep it straight on the trail. 
 
    I looked over at Finn and though he was wide-eyed and looked scared out of his mind, he was okay. I pulled him into my arms and held him tight, crooning into his ear that everything was going to be okay. Then I made sure his seatbelt was on as tightly as it could be. It seemed the argument from earlier was now a moot point. 
 
    Just then, a giant Suburban blasted past the Land Rover. It skidded in front of the truck and slammed on the brakes. My stomach turned when I recognized Angelo grinning through the rear windshield. 
 
    Roy flung the wheel right and left, but nothing he could do would free the truck from both vehicles. Whoever was driving the Suburban braked even harder. The truck’s engine shrieked, but we slowed down anyway. The screams coming from inside the truck drove me out of my mind, and all I could think about was making sure Finn was okay. I held him even tighter than before. 
 
    Without warning, Roy smashed his foot onto the brake as hard as he could. The truck skidded almost to a complete halt. The Land Rover and the Suburban both shot forward and left the truck behind, but only for a second.  
 
    The moment Roy freed the truck from between them, he hit the gas again. He pulled beside both vehicles, into the open meadow which was even bumpier than the trail had been. Mud flew all over the windshield, giving the wipers an extra hard time of keeping the glass clear. Roy dodged the Land Rover as it staggered to adjust its course, and floored it into the clear, leaving both vehicles behind. 
 
    As the Suburban tried to back up, its rear wheels began to smoke because apparently it was stuck in the mud. The Land Rover pulled up beside it and Angelo got out of the Suburban and into the Land Rover, before starting up after us again.  
 
    And that was when I remembered I still had a banishment potion in my purse. And my purse was currently wedged between my feet. 
 
    “Roy, I need you to let the Land Rover pull up alongside us and then I need you to roll down your window like you want to talk to Angelo,” I started. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because I have a way to keep him off our tail,” I answered and held up the vial of Banishing Oil.  
 
    “Okay,” Roy said and I handed the vial to him. “What do I do with it?” 
 
    “Luckily Angelo is sitting in the passenger seat,” I started. “When you pull up to him and he rolls down his window, throw this at him.” 
 
    “What if I miss?” 
 
    “Don’t,” I answered. Then I held the potion in my hands and closing my eyes, I chanted my intentions into it, imagining a bright, white light encapsulating it and charging it with my desire. “Here,” I said as I handed it to Roy, taking the cork out of the top. “It’s ready.” 
 
    Roy nodded and slowed down, allowing the Rover to catch up. Then he dropped his window down and motioned for Angelo to do the same. Once Angelo did, Roy slowed even more and started talking, clearly trying to attract Angelo’s attention away from what he was about to do. 
 
    When he threw the potion at Angelo and it splashed all over Angelo’s face, I couldn’t help my smile as I yelled: “Stop following us and return to where you came!” 
 
    Immediately, the Land Rover stopped advancing and as we turned around to watch, it started in reverse and once it reached a clearing large enough, did an eight point turn or so and started back down the dirt trail, going the opposite way. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Good going, Mom!” Finn said as he reached over and gave me a hug. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I answered. 
 
    “Super Poppy, to the rescue,” Marty added, giving me a big, proud smile. I returned it. 
 
    “That’s just going to send Angelo back to Haven Hollow,” Fifi said. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s better than having him right behind us.” 
 
    And no one could argue that. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Roy stopped the truck in the middle of the dirt trail in order to add more fuel from one of the tanks he kept in the back of the truck. Apparently, he was always ready with plenty of gas because he knew how long and how much fuel it took to make this trek into the mountains.  
 
    The sun had gone down hours ago and the stars were coming out—the clouds and the rain had also cleared away, revealing a cool and clear night. We’d already been on the road over four hours and, apparently, still had a ways to go. Roy’s family fortress was a long ways away, yes, but the terrain was also so terrible that he couldn’t go very fast, thus making a long trip even longer. 
 
    Roy stuck his head into the driver’s seat and caught Marty’s eye. “You ready to take over?” 
 
    “Sure,” Marty answered and stepped out of the back seat, starting for the front. Roy then walked around the truck and asked Fifi to step out so he could douse her again with his anti-pheromone spray.  
 
    Then he got into the back seat, next to Finn, who was napping against my shoulder. How he was able to sleep with the constant jarring of the rocks and divots in the dirt road was beyond me. It felt like my teeth wouldn’t stop chattering in my head. 
 
    Marty started driving and as he did, the road seemed darker and the bumps even more plentiful. Clearly, my exhaustion and despair were catching up with me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I must have fallen asleep after all, because I woke up in broad daylight.  
 
    “You can pull over here,” Roy said and pointed to an overgrown pull-out, off to the side of the road, as Marty put the truck into park and then turned off the engine, at Roy’s instruction. Roy opened his door, got out and stretched his long legs. Then approached Fifi’s side, asking her to step out so he could douse her with the rest of his spray.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Marty asked. 
 
    Roy tossed the empty spray bottle into the truck. “We’ll have to hike the rest of the way in.” 
 
    “Hike?” I asked as I looked over at Finn, who was still asleep. I gently shook him to let him know he had to wake up and then I hoped he’d worn decent sneakers. I hadn’t exactly packed for a hike and was wearing my ballet flats.  
 
    “How far is it?” I asked, worried about his response. 
 
    He shrugged. “A few miles, maybe.” 
 
    A few miles of hiking up, down and through mountains probably would take hours. But, there wasn’t anything else to say. We’d come this far and turning back now wasn’t an option, so none of us said anything and just started following Roy, who took the lead. I fell in line behind him, and Finn behind me, with Fifi and Marty bringing up the rear. The sounds of their idle chit-chat floated back to me, filling me with a strange calm. That is, until I turned around to check on Finn and found him lost in his own thoughts, refusing to look at me. Obviously, he was still upset. 
 
    In no time at all, it became painfully obvious that both men were dilly-dallying to accommodate mine, Fifi’s, and Finn’s slow pace. More than once, Roy went ahead to scout the area. 
 
    He came striding back and didn’t seem in the least bit exhausted, even though he’d been up all night. As it was, owing to Roy’s immense height and his long legs, he could cover five times the ground as the rest of us, well, with the exception of Marty, who was almost as tall. Fifi, Finn, and I had to stop way too often, but neither Roy nor Marty complained about our speed. 
 
    The path wound uphill for miles. We passed through pine forests populated by squawking blue jays, a marmot or two, and plenty of squirrels, but no people and none of the demons belonging to Fifi’s family, thank God. 
 
    As one hour after another dragged by, my legs turned to rubber and my lungs burned, but I didn’t complain, and just kept going. And I wasn’t alone: Finn and Fifi struggled as much as I did, but none of us dared to give up. We tackled this new challenge with determination and wouldn’t quit until we reached the sasquatch colony. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, I almost succeeded in forgetting that anyone had ever threatened us at all. It was fairly obvious, by this point, that no one was tracking us. Only the mountain wilderness surrounded me. The sun dipped behind the trees and the shadows lengthened.  
 
    We hadn’t seen our pursuers in many long hours. I figured we must be safe. Roy went ahead again. We lost sight of him for a while and I’ll be the first to admit that, with him out of sight, we slowed down even more, all of us losing the energy required to keep going. I wasn’t sure I could stay upright much longer. 
 
    Roy came striding down the path toward us, looking none the worse for wear.  
 
    “Any sign of pursuit?” Marty asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I hiked up to the ridge there.” Roy pointed toward a jagged cliff that must have been a thousand feet above us. “The trail behind us is all clear and the way forward is empty all the way to the colony. I think we’re…” 
 
    Famous last words.  
 
    A crack rang through the trees. I wouldn’t have considered it anything out of the ordinary with the birds and animals chattering all around us, but Roy jerked alert in a heartbeat. His head snapped in that direction and his features went ice cold. 
 
    I froze, watching him, but no one dared to ask him what the sound was. It came from the opposite direction from the ridge he said he just climbed. 
 
    Without warning, he lunged for Fifi.  
 
    “Move!” he hissed under his breath. “Quick!” 
 
    Finn grabbed me and held on tight as Marty turned to face us and immediately took up the space behind us, clearly wanting to make sure we were protected from behind. I clutched at Finn for all I was worth, and we all hurried after Roy. Forgotten instincts told us not to make a sound as we burst into a mad sprint. If any of us felt tired or worn-down before, all our fatigue vanished in a blink. We ran for our lives, and nothing slowed us down. 
 
    Roy barreled off the trail and headed straight into the undergrowth. His giant form pushed branches out of the way and I was careful to grab them so they wouldn’t come whipping back at us, knocking us off our feet or landing a blow right to our faces.  
 
    Of course, I’d heard stories of mothers using superhuman strength to help their children in crises. When Finn struggled as we started up a singularly pitched incline, I physically hauled him up the mountain, fueled by pure adrenaline. Once I started to lose momentum, Marty came up behind me and pushed me forward.  
 
    “You got this, Pops,” he whispered. 
 
    All at once, Roy dove to one side. He crashed through a bush and held the leaves aside to reveal a hidden cleft in the rock. He waved us all inside the cleft and then smashed the bushes back in place behind us. The space was barely big enough for Finn and me alone, much less five people and one of them a sasquatch. We held our breath as we huddled there, smashed against each other.  
 
    “Not a sound,” Roy whispered—not that anyone was in danger of making any sound. None of us could even move. 
 
    We waited until the footsteps receded into the distance again. I would have stayed in that hole all night and probably for the rest of the month if it meant avoiding whoever was out there, but Roy had other ideas. 
 
    Too soon, he pushed the branches aside and stepped out.  
 
    “Follow me,” he breathed in a hush. “Try to keep up. The faster we move, the sooner we’ll reach the colony.” 
 
    He started climbing again and the going was much tougher than it previously had been. My feet were aching, and I was more than sure the leather of my ballet flats had worn through. Regardless, I was too out of my mind with fear to care anymore. My body no longer registered the difficulty.  
 
    And, luckily for Finn, Marty decided to carry him, piggy-back style. Even as it scared me to death, Roy led us straight up the side of the mountain, with Finn strapped to Marty’s back, toward the sheer ridge. I never would have believed I could climb it, but I did. Fortunately for all of us, Roy didn’t scale the cliff itself. When he got near the most vertical stretch, he slipped into a large crack that appeared inside the rock face. 
 
    The two monoliths revealed a narrow path between them. There was no way Marty was going to fit with Finn on his back, so he put Finn on his feet and Finn followed him into the narrow crevice, with me just behind. We clung to the stone wall and hugged the mountain to scoot along it, moving at a snail’s pace. 
 
    In a few minutes, it widened into a broader path, hemmed in by two smooth cliffs on either side. This narrow passage led to an even wider corridor about six feet wide. A slit of dusky sky showed above us. Other than that, we couldn’t see a thing on either side. The canyon closed behind us to hide us from the world. 
 
    Roy dropped back and whispered to Marty.  
 
    “Take everyone down the path until you reach the river. I’m going up to take a look, but I’ll be able to see you the whole time. If anyone comes, I’ll come back to show you where to go.” 
 
    Marty nodded, but I could see in his expression he didn’t like Roy leaving any better than the rest of us. But, Roy made off on his own, eager to make sure we weren’t being trailed. As to how Fifi’s family could have trailed us this far was beyond me. As far as I’d understood it, we’d lost them before we’d ever set foot on the worst hike I’d ever had to take.  
 
    Roy ran to the rock wall and started climbing it. I didn’t see any hand or foot-holds in the smooth surface, but he sprang up it in great bounds, as if he were powered by some invisible engine. In half a second, he made it to the top and vanished. 
 
    Finn whimpered. “Now what are we gonna do? We’re all alone.” 
 
    I gripped his hand in a white-knuckle fist. “We’re going to keep on going like Roy said. We’re going to follow this corridor until it reaches the river. He should be back by then.” I glanced at Fifi. “Can you make it, Fifi?” 
 
    She nodded fast, but didn’t answer. Instead, she rasped for breath and her wild eyes skimmed her surroundings, clearly searching for her would-be kidnappers. Marty gave me a relieved smile when I checked on him, and then he walked over and gave me a pat on the back. 
 
    “Everything’s going to be okay,” he said, but I wasn’t sure he believed his own words. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but gave him a smile as we started forward with more courage than we felt, but without Roy’s guidance, there was nothing to do but keep going. I took heart from his promise that he had us in sight, even if we couldn’t see him. 
 
    We followed the corridor until it widened yet again. This time, it spread out into a sandy canyon bottom dotted with boulders and a few ragged trees and shrubs, but no water. We walked another couple hundred yards before we spied the river in the distance. It cut across the canyon and bubbled over stones and rocks.  
 
    Fifi gasped in relief at the sight of it, but at that moment, a flaming ball of smoking debris dropped out of the clear blue sky. Marty dove for me and pulled me forward, right out of the line of fire. I was already getting Finn out of the line of danger as we turned to face Marty and he yelled, “Run!” 
 
    We sprang for the river as a tangled knot of burning branches, smoldering leaves, and acrid smoke smashed into the sand behind us. At the same moment, Roy plummeted in front of us. 
 
    He landed in a crouch to block Marty’s path. Roy sprang forward and grabbed Finn, throwing him over his back as he started forward. “This way! Hurry!” 
 
    He towed us into another cleft as narrow as the first, but there was no time to complain. A cloud of thick smoke cut off our escape–this crack veered one way and then the other. It splintered into labyrinthian paths, each crisscrossing the other. No one could find their way through unless they knew exactly where to go. 
 
    There was no time and no space to rearrange our party. Roy went first, then Finn, with Marty right behind. I came fourth and Fifi came last, which wasn’t the most ideal place for her. She should have been in front or the middle, but no one complained. 
 
    We darted here and there and everywhere for what seemed like hours. With luck, the smoke covered our escape and they wouldn’t know which path we’d taken to leave them behind. 
 
    Toward dusk, Roy exited the maze of steep canyons, cracks, and crevices. He emerged on a wooded slope, growing thick with trees. “It’s all downhill from here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how in the world they’re following us,” I breathed, when it was just Roy and me, the others a few paces behind us. “I thought we lost them in the truck.” 
 
    “This isn’t Fifi’s family,” Roy responded. 
 
    I looked up at him, a question in my eyes. “Then who—” 
 
    “Rival sasquatch gangs,” he answered. “This isn’t home to just my kin. It’s home to others, as well.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell them we don’t mean them any harm?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We’re on their territory. It doesn’t matter what I tell them—they won’t react kindly to strangers on their land.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to make of that, or why we’d taken this circuoutous and dangerous route when… it appeared we hadn’t even needed to. As far as I could tell, my Banishing Oil had done its job and kept Angelo and Fifi’s family away and yet, Roy had still made the decision to cut through a rival gangs territory which was putting us right back into danger. I didn’t have the stamina to argue with him about it and it was a moot point by now, but I burned with anger, just the same.  
 
    He walked up ahead of me, leading the way down into a shadowy gulley. At the bottom, he halted next to a stream. Finn, Fifi, Marty, and I collapsed right there, doing our best to catch our breath, while Roy shimmied up the tallest tree and swayed in the uppermost branches, like gravity didn’t apply to him. 
 
    “There’s no sign of them,” he told us when he came down. Then he walked over to us, his gaze on Fifi. When he reached her, he frowned and leaned forward. His nostrils flared. “The scent masker is wearing off.” 
 
    “Can you smell her?” Marty asked. 
 
    Roy rounded on him. “You can’t? That smell is starting to get to me.” 
 
    Marty shook his head. “I don’t smell anything.” 
 
    “I can smell her too,” Finn said, nodding as he looked at Roy.  
 
    Roy turned away with a shake of his head. “It’s got to be a hundred times stronger than it was before. That potion enhanced her natural pheromones so now they’re all out of proportion.” 
 
    A stab of misgiving pierced my heart. If Roy was affected by the potion, he must have been feeling attracted to Fifi now.  
 
    “The question is why it isn’t affecting you more than it is,” Marty answered with a shrug.  
 
    “Why doesn’t it affect you?” Finn asked Marty, who shrugged. 
 
    “I guess I’m equipped with an internal anti-magic ability. At least, that’s how Poppy described it to me.” 
 
    “That’s basically it,” I answered. “Marty is what’s called a ‘null’.” 
 
    Marty faced Roy again. “But, that’s me. You should be a raving lunatic like those guys in town.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get it, either.” Roy studied Fifi and I instantly saw the light come on in his face. He was attracted to her—highly attracted to her, if I had to guess. Had he felt this way all along—during all the months they’d been working together at the bar? 
 
    But, the way she looked at him—it wasn’t the same expression in her eyes as his. Instead, she glanced over at Marty and that was when I saw the blush take hold of her cheeks and her gaze lingered on him a little too long.  
 
    But it was the question as to why Roy wasn’t affected by her pheromones that still perplexed me. What protected him from the full power of the Love’s Goddess potion? I made up my mind to find out when I met up with this mysterious sasquatch witch he’d told me about earlier.  
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Roy said, as he turned to face me. “Can we talk?” 
 
    I was surprised, but nodded and asked Marty to keep Finn company for a few minutes as I strolled up to walk beside Roy.  
 
    “What’s going on between us?” Roy asked, apparently thinking this was as good a time as any to talk about the state of our relationship. 
 
    “Is now a good time to talk about this?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m keeping vigilant to everything around us. And, before you meet my family… well, it just… doesn’t seem right to take you home and introduce you as my girlfriend when we aren’t getting along.” 
 
    Right.  
 
    I’d been putting this conversation off longer than I should have. But, now that the moment was here to discuss it, it felt too soon. He turned to look at me and gave me an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Poppy?” 
 
    I couldn’t look at him. “I know you’re frustrated with me and I’m really sorry for giving away Fifi’s location. I messed up and I feel terrible about it. I put the whole town in danger and… I just… I don’t know how I can ever live that down.” 
 
    I knew that wasn’t what this was about, but for some reason, I started there anyway. Maybe because I was worried he blamed me for everything that had happened over the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    “Poppy, none of that was your fault. Angelo has powers of persuasion and he simply used them on you. You couldn’t have fought it, so stop blaming yourself.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and tried to say something else, but the words wouldn’t come. 
 
    “We’ve been fighting for weeks and I can’t even remember why,” he continued, his voice soft. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t just let me take Fifi to my family’s stronghold in the first place. We could have avoided this whole mess if you just…” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” I almost snapped, but then caught myself. This wasn’t the time for anger. It was the time for honesty. I looked down at my shoes and noticed they were ripped, scuffed and covered in dirt. It was amazing they were even still on. “I feel terrible for that, too. I let my fears about you… interfere with my best judgment. I let my insecurities make my decisions for me and I made the wrong decisions.” I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “You don’t have to tell me you were right. I already know.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “If you have fears and insecurities about me or us, this is the first I’ve ever heard of them.” 
 
    I cringed. “Yeah. I was… afraid to tell you.” 
 
    He looked down at me and nodded. “Alright. I’m listening.” 
 
    I hesitated, but the time to keep this to myself was beyond over. “It’s just that… well, you’re a sasquatch and I’m human. I mean, I’m a gypsy with certain… abilities and I get that. But, at my base, I’m human.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, but the lump in my throat wouldn’t ease. “It’s just that… you want to have a big family and I don’t want… more kids. I don’t think I could have more of them even if I wanted to… but the point is, I don’t want to. I’m happy with just having Finn and the idea of more children never even crossed my mind, because it’s not a thought I would ever seriously entertain.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s it?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “There’s more.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You’re going to live maybe a hundred years longer than I will. And we’ll both age differently which means… in a few years, it’s going to look like you’re driving Miss Daisy and… I’m Miss Daisy.” 
 
    He chuckled at that. “How do you come up with this stuff?” 
 
    But, I wasn’t in the mood to laugh. I was in the mood to make him understand why I was struggling with our relationship and had been. “The point is that I’m going to look my age and you won’t. When I’m sixty, you’ll still look like you’re in your forties and when I’m dead, you’ll still be alive, with another good span of time left.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “So you should be with someone who will live as long as you will and who will age at the same rate. You should be with someone who can give you the children you still want.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    I breathed in deeply. “I think… that’s… I guess that’s about all of it.” 
 
    He blinked three or four times. “What makes you think I want to have a big family?” 
 
    “You… didn’t you…?”  
 
    No, Poppy, he never did say he wanted a big family, I told myself.  
 
    He’d said sasquatches usually had big families. He’d said it was traditional for them to have a bunch of kids and to have very stable, long-lasting domestic relationships, but he never out-and-out said that was what he wanted. 
 
    “Didn’t I what?” he prompted. 
 
    “I thought… I thought you said you wanted lots of children.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t… necessarily,” he answered. Then he shook his head and appeared a bit confused. “I mean, I never really thought about it, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve always been an odd duck in the sasquatch community and just because my siblings and all my cousins and relations have big families, doesn’t mean I will. And it doesn’t mean I want the same for myself. Regardless, I’m not dating you because I want a ton of kids, Poppy. What made you think I was?” 
 
    “Well, I…” 
 
    “We aren’t anywhere close to forming a mating bond, and if I did take you as my mate, I would consider Finn my own kid,” he continued. “My family would treat him that way, too. They wouldn’t see any difference between him and my natural child. Family is family.” 
 
    I couldn’t answer. That swelling in my throat threatened to overflow, and my eyes brimmed with unshed tears. I had to bite them back as I fought to keep control over myself. Sometimes he said just the right things, even if those right things were just the icing on a cake that was rotten on the inside.  
 
    If he decided he didn’t want kids of his own, that was great, but there was still the fact that I’d age faster than he would and I wouldn’t live as long. And while that might not bother him now, it would bother him later, I was sure. And even if it didn’t bother him, it would bother me. I would hardly want to be a seventy-year-old woman walking down the street with her forty-something-looking beau.  
 
    “And as to the aging thing—so what if we age at different rates?” he asked. “That doesn’t change and wouldn’t change my feelings for you.” 
 
    Before I could say another word, he slipped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into him for one of his great, big hugs I loved so much. “You should have told me how you felt, Poppy.” 
 
    I nodded and a tear splashed onto my hand. “I know that now.” 
 
    “Next time something’s bothering you, just spit it out instead of holding it all inside.” 
 
    He hugged me closer, and my head fell on his shoulder. My tears wet his jacket, but I didn’t make a sound. I carried that misery in my heart, and a few kind words wouldn’t make it go away. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Each person dwelled in his or her own black thoughts. No one felt much like talking, which was evident by the silence. I completely lost track of where Roy was taking us. We might have been on the moon for all I knew or cared. 
 
    Finn was still lost in himself, not his normally garrulous and happy personality. And I understood why—he felt betrayed, not only by me but by Marty, as well. I could only hope he would come to understand that our hands had been tied. But, maybe the fault was my own? Maybe it shouldn’t have mattered what Ophelia forced me to sign—maybe I should have just told my son the truth, no matter what. 
 
    Still we marched.  
 
    Either Roy decided not to stop for rests anymore or he forgot because we didn’t stop. Hunger and thirst ceased to exist. All I was aware of was the numbness in all of my extremities and the pain in my heart—for my son. Everything else vanished from my consciousness. 
 
    The sun started to go down again when the trail flattened out. All at once, with no sign to alert us that it was coming, it opened into a clearing by a river that tumbled over rocks and waterfalls. 
 
    “Mom,” Finn said as he caught up with me and took my hand. I glanced down at it, surprised, and then looked at him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    He nodded. “I just wanted you to know that… I forgive you.” 
 
    I reached out, collected him into my arms, and pulled him into my body as I held onto him as tightly as I could. I couldn’t control the tears that were already falling freely and when he pulled away (no doubt to breathe again) he looked up at me with concern. 
 
    “You don’t have to cry, Mom, it’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, buddy,” I said, as the tears continued to fall. “I promise I will never lie to you about anything ever again, no matter if someone forces me to sign some stupid contract.” 
 
    He smiled. “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you too, Finn, more than anything in the whole wide world.” 
 
    I pulled him in for another hug and my heart sung—it seemed my surroundings were a little brighter—just as the feeling inside of me was brighter. 
 
    “I want to go tell Marty that I forgive him too,” Finn said as he disentangled himself from me and I nodded and watched him go. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After another few minutes, cabins, houses, and a few hand-constructed buildings came into view. What might have been a tiny mountain town appeared out of nowhere. Literally nowhere. No roads, power lines, or any other sign gave away its location. 
 
    The instant we saw it, a dozen enormous monstrous creatures barreled down from the trees, howling and beating their chests in unison. They closed in on us from every side and surrounded us in seconds. Finn screamed and I yanked him into me, shielding him as best I could. Marty was right in front of us a moment later, holding his hands out on either side of him, protecting us as best he could. 
 
    The creatures might have looked almost human except for their immense height and breadth, shaggy dark fur in various colors of brown, and their elongated fingers. 
 
    Finn was shivering and crying, saying something I couldn’t understand, but I only had eyes for the monsters as I tried to decide what to do. My number one concern was for my child and if I had to, I would run. 
 
    Each one of the hairy beasts clutched a high-powered hunting rifle. They charged our party, waving their guns and roaring so loud, I thought they’d shake the mountains. For once, Roy happened to be walking behind the rest of us and wasn’t able to interfere before two of the creatures snatched Marty off the ground.  
 
    Before anyone could react, they hurtled him backwards and then forcefully threw him about two feet in the air. He hit the ground with a thud, his back against a tree. 
 
    “Marty!” I yelled, but the beasts didn’t spare me a side glance. Instead, they towered over Marty after he landed on the ground, bellowing their rage. Lightning quick, Roy jumped between them, wedging himself in front of Marty as he faced the monsters’ ferocious rumbles. 
 
    “Back off, Brandt! These are my friends!” Roy yelled at the creature, who hardly seemed capable of logical thought. “These people are here to claim sanctuary from the colony!”  
 
    The other sasquatches stopped dead in their tracks. The biggest one scowled at Roy and then dropped his long arms. He gave another feral grunt, and as I watched him, he started to… shrink. His fur began to melt into white skin and his fingers shortened as his furry face receded into that of a human. Even though he was smaller in his human form, he was still easily over six-four.  
 
    “Is everything okay now, Mom?” Finn asked as he pulled away from me and looked up, his cheeks tear-stained. 
 
    “I think so,” I answered, but I didn’t release him as I started for Marty, who was still down on the ground. Finn held onto my waist, and I had to push him away slightly so I could drop down to my haunches. “Are you okay?” I asked Marty as he attempted to sit up and then, still looking dazed, glanced from Finn to me.  
 
    “I think so,” he answered. 
 
    “Here, try to get up, if you can.” 
 
    He nodded and looped an arm around my shoulders as I gripped his waist on one side and Finn helped him on the other. Marty wasn’t as tall as Roy, true, but he was still well over six feet and he was heavy, so it was no easy feat to get him to his feet. 
 
    But, once he stood before us, I breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “I think… I think I’m good,” he said as he looked down at me and smiled. Then he looked at Finn. “Thanks, dude.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Finn answered with a smile and patted Marty’s slightly protruding belly. Owing to his love of all things sweet and salty, Marty had a bit of a dad-bod, minus being the dad part. Of course, over the last couple of days, he was definitely looking a bit more svelte. 
 
    “Remind me never to get in the way of a pissed off sasquatch again,” Marty continued, shaking his head. “Cheese and rice, but that scared me so bad, now I’ve got an underbite!” 
 
    I shook my head at him, but couldn’t help smiling all the same. 
 
    “You had an underbite before, Marty,” Finn pointed out. 
 
    “He’s just being silly,” I said and gave Marty a faux elbow to the ribs. “But, at least he’s okay.” 
 
    After making sure Marty was in one piece, I turned back to face the situation, which was still unfolding. The other beasts had already transformed into people—all still armed and all… completely naked. They crowded around Roy, all talking at once. One or two clapped him on the back, but the others sliced their fingers at me, Finn, Fifi, and Marty, clearly demanding an explanation. 
 
    And that was when Fifi’s pheromones hit them. Almost all at once, they stopped talking and started sniffing the air, turning around as their eyes focused on Fifi. 
 
    “Roy,” she started, her tone full of worry. 
 
    But the sasquatches weren’t like the humans had been in their mad dash to be near her. Yes, they had the same dreamy expressions on their faces, but there was also something else there—confusion.  
 
    “I need you to do your best to control yourselves,” Roy said to them as he took a few steps back, to place himself in front of Fifi. “Fifi is a succubus and she’s been doused with a potion that makes her pheromones out of control.” 
 
    None of them said anything. They just stared at her like brain-besotted zombies. But, again, they made no move to approach her. Until one of them did—he’d been standing in the back and then broke free from the others and started toward her, his pupils dilated. He was just as naked as the day he was born, and I wasn’t sure why I did it, but I reached over and covered Finn’s eyes. 
 
    He shook me away and then looked up at me. “Mom, when they were in their Bigfoot forms, they didn’t even seem to notice her,” he said as I nodded. 
 
    “You’re right,” I answered and then turned to Roy. “Tell them to shift!” I called out. “They didn’t pay her any attention when they were in their sasquatch forms!” I finished as I wondered why that was—maybe they’d just been so preoccupied with attacking us that they’d overlooked Fifi? Or maybe their beast nature was naturally stronger than their human sides and magic had a harder time overpowering them? 
 
    Roy nodded and relayed the message and, one by one, they began to shift into their animal forms. Yet, they didn’t shift all the way, probably because they wanted to maintain some level of logic. Instead, they appeared taller and broader and there were patches of dark fur that cropped up along their skin. 
 
    “Wow, they look weird,” Finn said. 
 
    “Yeah, like dogs with mange,” Marty finished. 
 
    “Why have you come and brought a demon with you?” Brandt demanded as he faced Roy. 
 
    Roy raised his arms for them to quiet. “If you’d shut up long enough, I might be able to explain.” 
 
    The guys fell silent, but they didn’t stop glaring at us over their shoulders. They made no attempt to hide their chiseled, muscular bodies, each one more stunning than the last, even with the ‘mange’, as Marty called it. Nearly all of them were as big as Roy, and some were even bigger. 
 
    “What are you doing, man?” Brandt demanded. “You should know better than to bring outsiders here unannounced.” 
 
    “I didn’t have time to send word,” Roy explained. “An incubus attacked one of my people and I can’t let the threat go unchallenged. He tried to kidnap her. He would have forced her into prostitution and slavery if we hadn’t gotten her out of Haven Hollow when we did. I need to speak to Devona.” He raised an eyebrow at Brandt. “Unless you want to try to stop me from entering the colony and see how that goes.” 
 
    Brandt’s expression blanched from angry to merely unfriendly as he stepped aside. The other guys moved out of the way in unison, leaving a clear path for Roy to lead the rest of us into the town, which he did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy’s ‘village’ for lack of a better word, looked like what you’d imagine an 1800s boomtown looked like—except for the sasquatches who populated it. No technology—no power, no phones, no TV aerials, no cars. Just guns and lots of hairy people. 
 
    People came to their doors to watch us walk past. They were all as big as Roy or bigger—the men, anyway. The women were large as well—stocky and big-boned, standing at least five-ten. All their houses had been built in proportion to their size. Other than that, they looked as normal as… well, they were as normal as Roy, himself.  
 
    The men who weren’t in their sasquatch forms wore overalls, jeans, or work clothes. They reminded me of lumberjacks and the women all had a similar rugged, can-do appearance. They immediately put my mind at ease with their straightforward expressions and their fearless attitudes. Several people waved and called greetings to Roy. Others whispered to each other about the motley group of strangers invading their town. 
 
    Once Fifi’s pheromones hit them, the men (and a few women) came out of their homes and started following us. They kept a sizeable distance, but they all had that same strange expression on their faces. Thank God they weren’t anywhere near as ravenous as the humans in town had been—then we would have found ourselves facing a bad situation.  
 
    “Um, they’re following us,” Finn pointed out to Roy, who just nodded. 
 
    “Just keep walking and ignore them,” he said. 
 
    Finn just nodded, and Roy led the way to an enormous log cabin at the far end of the riverbank. Hewn steps ascended to a shingled porch festooned with boots, watering cans, axes, and a broom standing in the corner. 
 
    Roy walked right through the front door without knocking, holding it wide and ushering Fifi inside first. Once we were all in, he slammed the door shut and I decided to take my shoes off because they were covered with dirt. I deposited them by the front door, or what was left of them, anyway. It was then that I noticed my feet were cut up all over the place.  
 
    “What are we going to do about the crowd gathering?” Marty asked Roy. 
 
    “If this house has a shower,” I started, facing Roy. “Fifi should take one and use all the soap and shampoo she can to try to wash off as much of the Love’s Goddess potion as possible,” I informed him. 
 
    “Will that negate the effects of it?” Roy asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but it won’t hurt. Anything we can do to dilute it, we should.” 
 
    “There’s a restroom at the end of the hall,” he said as he turned to face Fifi. “You heard Poppy.” 
 
    Fifi nodded and disappeared down the hallway. Meanwhile, I turned to face the large, open-plan living room with a cast-iron oven taking up most of the kitchen. A massive fireplace of river stone covered one whole wall of the living area. 
 
    He walked to the stairs and yelled up them, like he’d lived here all his life. “Cora! Where are you?” 
 
    “This isn’t your house?” I whispered. 
 
    He shook his head. “It belongs to my oldest sister and her family. You four can stay here while I go get Devona.” 
 
    “Who’s Devona?” 
 
    “The witch I told you about. She can advise us on what to do about Fifi.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    He nodded. “She lives deeper in the mountains, so it might take me a while before I get back. I’ll have to convince her to come and there’s no telling if she’ll agree. The sasquatch don’t exactly persecute her, but she keeps apart from us, all the same.” 
 
    “Then she’s not a sasquatch, like you?” 
 
    He shook his head, then cocked it to the side. “Well, she is and she isn’t. She’s half squatch and half witch. She’s what we call ‘nature-blessed’ which means she combines sasquatch power with witch magic.” 
 
    “You call her blessed and yet she doesn’t live in this village with you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Half-witches tend to keep to themselves.” 
 
    “She has no coven then?” 
 
    He shook his head again. “Some covens take half-witches in, but they’re never treated the same as full witches and she can’t claim sanctum anywhere.” He took a deep breath. “No more questions, Poppy. I’ve gotta go.”  
 
    Just then, a gang of kids thundered in through the front door, immediately surrounding him. “Roy! Roy’s here!” 
 
    Three boys and a girl collided with Roy, all yelling, some singing, and all trying their best to throw their arms around him, before climbing him like a tree. Then came the bombardment of questions about what he was doing home, where he’d been, what his plans were, who we were, and a bunch of other stuff I couldn’t make out in all the noise. 
 
    He hugged each one in turn, but pretty soon, he clamped his eyes shut and shook his head. “I can’t hear a blasted thing with all this yelling. One at a time.” 
 
    “How long are you staying?” the biggest boy blurted out. 
 
    “Did you bring us anything?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Will you show me how to make that slingshot you told me about?” another boy asked. 
 
    Roy held up his hands again. “I’m not staying. I’m leaving right now and my friends are going to be staying here while I go get Devona.” 
 
    The kids fell silent instantly. Now that they stood still, I realized they weren’t abnormally large like the adults. The boys weren’t much bigger than Finn, and the girl couldn’t have been more than ten. 
 
    “Where’s your mom?” Roy asked them. 
 
    “She’s over at the…..” one of the kids began, but before he could finish, the front door opened again and a beautiful, statuesque sasquatch female walked in. She had Roy’s broad shoulders and powerful build, but no one could call her manly. She looked more like an Olympian, with sweeping blonde hair and delicate features. 
 
    Her expression lit up when she saw Roy. “Well, well, what have we here? If it isn’t my favorite baby brother.” 
 
    They clapped each other in a bear hug. Roy laughed and waved toward us. “Cora, this is Marty Zach, Poppy Morton, and Finn Morton. And Fifi is currently using your shower.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you all,” Cora said with a big smile as we all answered in kind. 
 
    “Is this your first time in the colony?” one of the boys asked Finn. 
 
    The kid’s brother punched him in the shoulder. “Don’t talk to the mundanes. You know the rules.” 
 
    “I’m not a mundane,” Finn explained, glaring at him. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, what can you do then?” the other boy answered. 
 
    “Yeah, what are you?” the one beside him asked. 
 
    “I’m a sensitive,” Finn answered. “I can see the ghosts and communicate with them and I’m really good at Fortnite.” 
 
    “What’s Fortnite?” the girl asked, as Finn’s mouth dropped open in obvious shock. 
 
    “You’ve never heard of Fortnite?” he asked. 
 
    “Finn, they don’t have electricity here,” I whispered. 
 
    “Oh, right,” he answered. 
 
    “Where are you from?” the girl asked. 
 
    “I’m from Haven Hollow,” Finn answered. 
 
    “You live in a city?” one of the younger boys responded. 
 
    “Well, it’s sort of a city,” Finn responded. “And guess what?” 
 
    “What?” they all answered in unison. 
 
    “In Haven Hollow, we have all kinds of supernaturals. There’s a witch friend of my mom’s and she made my stuffed animal into a real, living pig!” 
 
    “No way!” one of them breathed. 
 
    “Yeah, and there’s a vampire who is also our dentist and a centaur owns our ice cream store. I’m friends with some werewolf kids and there’s even a zombie named Libby who thinks she’s like my second mom!” 
 
    “And you can see ghosts?” the girl asked as she looked up at Finn with awe in her expression. 
 
    Finn nodded. “Plenty. There’s this one named Darla who was super annoying… until she turned back into a real person and now she’s even more annoying. She like talks nonstop.” 
 
    The kids rounded on him and started bombarding him with questions until their mother intervened. “Why don’t you all take Finn outside and show him around the colony? Maybe he can find some ghosts living here.” 
 
    She herded the kids to the back door and shut it on them. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured into the stillness. “It’s nice to see him hanging out with supernatural kids. He had a bad experience recently with a poltergeist and he still has nightmares about it.” 
 
    She gave me a brilliant smile. “He’ll be perfectly safe with them.” 
 
    I smiled in turn and as she gave me a quick up and down, taking me in for the first time. “I never thought I’d get to meet you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help my surprise. “You… you know who I am?” 
 
    “Of course I do, honey! Roy talks about you a lot in his letters. He sends word once a month and our long-range scouts pick it up when they go to town for whatever supplies we can’t grow here.” 
 
    I glanced over at Roy. He had a strange expression on his face, and I felt my heart drop. All this time, I’d thought he was hiding me from his family when it turned out, they knew about me all along… 
 
    The next minute, my scalp prickled when Cora added, “He told us all about Fifi’s problem, too, although we didn’t think you’d be showing up here like this.” Just then, Fifi appeared at the end of the hallway, wearing a towel around her head and another one wrapped around her body. 
 
    “I washed and scrubbed as much as I could and I used almost the whole bar of soap. There wasn’t any shampoo I could see.” 
 
    Cora held out her hands to Fifi as she approached her. “Fifi! It’s very nice to meet you, honey. You’re very welcome here.” Then she paused a moment or two. “And if I’m not mistaken, you probably need something else to wear?” Fifi nodded with a smile as Cora led her down the hallway, to a bedroom on the left side.  
 
    An irrational lightning bolt of annoyance burned me from the inside out as I realized Roy had been talking to his relatives about Fifi, too. So much for me being something special. 
 
    Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Poppy, I told myself and then felt guilty. 
 
    After another minute or so, Cora walked down the hallway, and walked directly to the stove in the kitchen. “Everyone sit down and take a load off. You all must be starving.” 
 
    Roy headed for the door. “I’m heading out, sis. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.” 
 
    She waved over her shoulder without answering, then bowed over the massive stove and lit a fire in the firebox. She executed every move with practiced ease and kept up a cheery line of dialogue while she took down a cast-iron pan from a hook in the wall and started frying bacon in it. 
 
    “Poppy,” Roy said as he faced me. 
 
    I turned to look at him, and he motioned for me to join him outside. Once I did, he gave me a big hug and then kissed the top of my head. “You and Finn are going to be fine. Just stay here until I get back and if you need anything, just ask Cora, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you, Roy. For… everything.” 
 
    He nodded and gave me another smile before he turned back around and started down the road, back into the village. I watched him until he disappeared through the front gate. Then I turned around and walked back into Cora’s house, all the while feeling like my relationship with Roy was over, even though I couldn’t pinpoint exactly why I felt the way I did. It was just this strange surety that bubbled through me. Maybe it was just insecurity? 
 
    Marty and I sat down on a couch across the room, and it was at that moment that Fifi walked into the kitchen. She was wearing jeans that were too large but she’d secured them with a belt and rolled them into cuffs at the bottom. The shirt was also two sizes too big, but I was envious that she had new clothing to wear at all.  
 
    “Can I help?” Fifi asked as she walked up to Cora, who was busily opening one of the cupboards. She took a bag of flour off the shelf and found a wooden bowl from under the counter. 
 
    “Of course. What’s your specialty?” Cora asked. 
 
    “I’m decent with making pies,” Fifi answered and Cora quickly nodded. 
 
    “That sounds divine.” Then she turned to face me. “Poppy, if you’d like to take a shower, now’s your time,” she said and I eagerly nodded. I could think of nothing I’d like better. 
 
    “Thank you,” I started. 
 
    “Once you’re finished, feel free to raid my closet and find anything that will fit you.” She glanced down at my shoes by the door. “And you’ll definitely need a pair of shoes.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” I said as the shower called my name. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s so good to see Roy back in the colony,” Cora was saying over her shoulder as I walked back into the living room after my most excellent shower. I’d found more soap in the cabinet, under the sink, and I’d eagerly used it in my hair and on my body. My feet were bright red and still burning, but at least I felt much better. And even though Cora’s clothes were baggy on me, I was beyond grateful for them.  
 
    “Roy’s always been the odd one out,” Cora continued as Marty excused himself so he could take a shower, too.  
 
    “The odd one out?” I repeated. 
 
    Cora nodded. “He wanted contact with the big, wide world. The colony wasn’t interesting enough for him. Everyone thought he was crazy when he moved to the Hollow, but he did well for himself and we couldn’t be more proud. Not that one, honey.” She pointed to something Fifi was taking out of a different cupboard. “Use that one. That’s it.” 
 
    Fifi and Cora moved around each other in a coordinated dance. They never got in each other’s way, which I found surprising.  
 
    I would have liked to join them, but I didn’t know half of what they were doing. I’d never cooked on a wood-burning stove like the one Cora was using. I watched in amazement as Fifi mixed something in a bowl and then rolled out a perfect pie crust. She filled it with dried blueberries, mixed them with something or other, and then put the whole glorious creation into the oven.  
 
    Cora stood back to give her space and then bestowed one of those magnificent smiles on her. “Thanks, honey. That looks amazing—you’re a natural.” 
 
    Fifi blushed and walked to the sink, as I felt like I was definitely getting upstaged. It should have been me in there with Roy’s sister—getting to know her and offering my help. And yet, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to get up off the couch, even though I couldn’t explain why. 
 
    “You good, Pops?” Marty asked, as he appeared at the end of the couch, his wet hair curling around his ears. He was wearing Cora’s husband’s clothes and swimming in them. Apparently, Cora’s husband was on a hunting trip and wouldn’t return for another few days. Marty sat down beside me and reached over, patting my knee. 
 
    I looked at him and nodded, even though I suddenly felt like I wanted to cry. The flood of emotion was strange, to say the least, but I had to look away from his caring expression so I wouldn’t lose it completely. 
 
    Keep yourself together, Poppy, I told myself.  
 
    “You seem a little like you’re out of sorts,” he said in a small voice. 
 
    I smiled at him. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Then I returned my gaze to Fifi and watched as she started doing the dishes from the pie-making and the ones Cora had used to make dinner. I couldn’t help but feel like a third wheel all over again. How did Fifi know so much about sasquatch living? She’d said more times than I could count that she was a city girl, but she acted right at home here—a lot more at home than I felt, anyway. 
 
    “Pretty funny that we went from being afraid for our lives to being surrounded by a bunch of naked dudes, holding guns,” Marty continued, prattling on. Even though I couldn’t say my attention was on the conversation, I was happy he was sitting there with me, relieved and grateful to listen to his voice, because it somehow calmed me. It seemed the more dull the topic, the more comforted I felt. 
 
    Inside my head was another story all together—thoughts were careening against one another, trying to find purchase. The foremost one was amazement over the fact that I’d never known, until this minute, that the sasquatch lived without technology. I’d never known because I’d never thought to ask. In all the time Roy and I were dating, I just obsessed about us living happily ever after, but I never really bothered to think about what that happily ever after might look like. I never pushed to find out about him, his family, how they lived, or anything else. 
 
    And I had to wonder why. The more I considered it, the more I realized that whatever relationship I’d had with Roy, it hadn’t been a deep one. It was more surface than anything else. 
 
    Why are you referring to your relationship in the past tense? I asked myself. 
 
    I didn’t know. 
 
    It was maybe another ten minutes before Cora put an impressive meal on the table and told the kids to come in from outside so they could load up their plates. They came tumbling in and everyone helped themselves to the feast.  
 
    “That pie smells divine,” Marty told Fifi. “I can’t wait to taste it.”  
 
    Fifi blushed as she looked up at him with a big smile that said she was proud of herself. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought maybe… she had the hots for Marty? As handsome and funny as Marty was, I was still surprised because he was also a complete goofball and, essentially, just a big kid. He didn’t seem to be Fifi’s type at all. But, then I realized, all at once, that he was exactly Fifi’s type namely because of one thing—he was immune to her sexuality. And that meant if she could snag Marty, she would have found a man who was truly interested in her for everything beneath the surface.  
 
    Hmm… I didn’t know how I felt about that. 
 
    Actually, I did know—I didn’t like it. But, I couldn’t explain why. I didn’t have feelings for Marty, other than friendship ones and, of course, I wanted him to be happy, but… Somehow it just didn’t feel like Fifi was a good fit for him. 
 
    “I couldn’t have done as well,” Cora added as she gave Fifi a big smile and I withered on the inside just a bit more. “You’ll have to teach me your secrets.” 
 
    Fifi blushed again, and she seemed… at home. It was the best way I could put it. Fifi looked like and acted like… she belonged here. 
 
    “How do you know so much about off-grid living?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t, really.” Fifi glanced toward the stove, where the delicious smells of baking crust wafted into the room. “I knew a few sasquatches before I moved to Haven Hollow. They were the best cooks on the planet. I tried to pick up a few tricks from them, but I never learned the more hardcore stuff like hunting and butchering kills.” I made a face because that sounded like something I’d never want to do. “You have to be a sasquatch master for that.” 
 
    “Cooking and hunting abilities aside, we’re just as messed up as the rest of the world,” Cora said with a laugh. 
 
    “Not quite,” Fifi replied. “There was always more of a… community feeling among your kind,” she said to Cora. “And I always appreciated that.” 
 
    “I thought you were only interested in living your life in the fast lane, as they say?” I pointed out. 
 
    Fifi looked at me and shook her head. “I like the simple way of living too—it’s nice to have a slower lifestyle and to stop and smell the roses, but at heart, I’m a city girl.” 
 
    “Haven Hollow isn’t really much of a city,” I said, pushing my food around my plate with my fork. I wasn’t sure why, owing to the fact that I hadn’t eaten in however long, but I’d lost my appetite. “Coming from Los Angeles, I think of the Hollow as the country.” 
 
    “Well, it’s definitely not Los Angeles!” Cora said with a laugh as she turned to face Fifi again. “It sounds like Haven Hollow is the perfect middle ground. You’re lucky to find a place where people help each other out.” 
 
    “Have you ever been there?” Marty asked. 
 
    “Oh, no! I could never leave the colony,” Cora replied, shaking her head. “I was born here and I’ll die here.” 
 
    “You’ve never left?” Marty asked, amazed. He’d already finished everything on his plate and he was moments away from asking for seconds. I knew from experience. 
 
    Meanwhile, the sounds of the kids talking and laughing filtered in from outside, where they were eating their dinner at the kids’ table which was, essentially, just a fallen tree-trunk with some smaller trunks on either side which had been carved into benches.  
 
    “Nope, I never left because I never wanted to live anywhere else,” Cora answered with a shrug. “My whole family is here. My whole life is here. I don’t have any reason to leave.” 
 
    “You never feel tempted to see how the rest of the world lives?” Marty asked. “Aren’t you even a little curious?” 
 
    Cora laughed at him. “Curious about what? No, I’m not, since you ask. The outside world doesn’t have anything to tempt me. This is my world and it’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “Well, to each his… er her own, I guess,” Marty said as he gave her a big smile and then… asked for seconds. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After dinner, I sat staring into the roaring fire in Cora’s enormous stone fireplace. Well, it wasn’t roaring anymore. I’d gotten so lost in my own thoughts, I’d forgotten to add wood to keep it going. Now it was pathetically reduced to smoldering coals, which were still glowing red, but looked disappointing. I still didn’t stir from my chair. 
 
    This fire embodied everything that was wrong with this situation. If I’d ever worried I couldn’t make it living with Roy’s family, this experience cemented the knowledge in my mind for all time. I just… felt like a stranger here. And that feeling hadn’t let up the longer I stayed. Everything felt so foreign, so different and so… intimidating. 
 
    It’s not the life you want, I heard myself say and was surprised by my own admission. No, it wasn’t the life I wanted. 
 
    Regardless, here I sat, too rooted to my seat to get up. Sitting here was just easier. So was feeling sorry for myself, something I usually wasn’t prone to do. But, I was doing it now and doing it in spades.  
 
    Roy might be the odd one out among his family, but he still belonged here. I could never say that about myself. This was the last place on the planet I belonged and I couldn’t even imagine taking family vacations here, although it seemed Finn was having a great time. It was good to see him with kids his own age. As much as I loved Henner and RJ, they were still adults, and I wanted Finn to have young people in his life, as well.  
 
    Speaking of Henner and RJ, I had to hope they were doing okay after the fiasco with the Love’s Goddess potion. There was no cell service up here, so I couldn’t call them and besides, I’d left my phone in my purse, which was back in Roy’s truck. But, I wasn’t too worried about them. I had a feeling that once they were out of smelling distance of Fifi, they’d simply gone back to their daily lives, and were probably now focused on a game of Dungeons and Dragons. 
 
    But back to the sasquatch colony, I’d never be able to work in Cora’s kitchen the way Fifi had. As able as I was at making potions, that was about all I could do. I mean, I could cook and bake, yes, but only using modern conveniences. Everything here just felt so archaic—like I was on some sort of weird excursion where they force you to try to survive like our ancestors had—making you rough it like the original settlers had. And yet Fifi had adapted to the situation like a pro. I could still taste the succulent blueberries and the flaky, buttery crust of her incredible pie. No one would ever know from looking at her that she had it in her. 
 
    I definitely wasn’t cut out for this primitive village sort of life. I liked my modern conveniences, my Netflix, my Jeep, running water… 
 
    I figured I should go to sleep. It must have been long past midnight, and there wasn’t a single clock in the whole colony. My bedroll was set up in front of me, in front of the fire, and it was calling my name. Pretty much everyone else had already gone to bed. Fifi had been one of the first to retire and was upstairs, probably already asleep. Marty was on his back in the far corner of the room, snoring away. 
 
    And Finn… for the first time in his twelve years of life, Finn hadn’t said goodnight to me. He hadn’t waited for me to tuck him in and give him his kiss before I sent him off to the Land of Nod. Instead, he’d gone with the kids’ to their enormous, shared bedroom and immediately fallen asleep in one of their numerous beds which resembled bunk-beds, but were also made from hollowed out tree trunks.  
 
    Finn was getting more independent by the day, and the sasquatch children’s influence made him even more so. Even though I was happy for him and beyond pleased to see him socializing with children his age, there was a part of me that still felt the void. I looked forward to tucking him in at night, to giving him a kiss and to Piggy calling me ‘grandma’. 
 
    Oh, well, this is just one night, I reminded myself as I decided to hit the sack. 
 
    I didn’t budge from my chair, though, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. Too many thoughts plagued my mind. I couldn’t hold them all in my head at once. I had to find some way to put them in order. Something needed to be decided or puzzled out, but so many ideas, feelings, and possibilities competed for real estate in my brain that I couldn’t distinguish one from another. 
 
    I heaved a sigh.  
 
    If I was going to stay down here, I better at least build up the fire so it didn’t go out, otherwise everyone would freeze their tushes off. At least the flames weren’t licking around anymore. I leaned forward in my chair, intent to get up and retrieve a log from outside the front door, when the door opened and Roy walked in.  
 
    A petite woman followed him into the living room. She looked young on the outside, but something in her olive-skinned face gave the impression of great age and wisdom. 
 
    I shot to my feet. “Roy! You’re back! I thought you’d be gone all night.” 
 
    He nodded and crossed the living room, giving me a big hug. When he spoke, he kept his tone low, clearly realizing everyone else was asleep.  
 
    “We made good time.” Then he turned to the woman who still stood behind him. “This is Devona. Devona, this is my girlfriend, Poppy.” 
 
    “You are a gypsy,” the woman said as she looked at me, making no motion to shake my hand or to even smile at me. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    She nodded and continued sizing me up. Unlike all the other sasquatches, who were all well over six feet tall, this lady barely came up to Roy’s solar plexus. Glossy black hair scattered over her shoulders, and a long and tight-fitting black dress hugged her rounded, curvy body. There was mud and earth covering the hemline where it dragged in the dirt. And there were various thistles and leaves stuck to the rest of it. 
 
    The same sasquatch magnetism of something primal and wild clung to her. She looked like a human—albeit a little on the witchy side with all that hair, but there was more hidden beneath the surface.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me and had the expression of someone trying to puzzle something out. Then her dark eyes softened.  
 
    “This isn’t the one,” she said, seemingly to no one. 
 
    “This is my girlfriend, Poppy,” Roy repeated. “Remember? She’s the potions master I told you about.” 
 
    I laughed nervously. “You make me sound like Severus Snape.” 
 
    Then I realized Devona would have no idea who I was talking about because no one in this godforsaken place had electricity, never mind a television.  
 
    Devona smiled and her eyes shone even brighter in the dim light. Her smile gave me a warm feeling, like I might be in the presence of a kindred spirit, even if she was a witch. But this witch wasn’t one I needed to concern myself with. Because she couldn’t claim sanctum anywhere, she was essentially an outcast, harmless. 
 
    “That is not what I meant.” Devona sashayed past me and plunked down in the armchair where I’d just been sitting. She crossed her legs and draped her arms on either side like she thought she was the Queen of Sheba. 
 
    I blinked down at her. I still wasn’t sure if I should be offended by what she’d said. Or was it simply the ravings of an old woman who might be a little bit… off? What did she mean—I wasn’t the one?  
 
    Roy hesitated for a moment, too. “I’ll wake Fifi,” he said and then started for the stairs, leaving me alone with the witch. She smiled up at me and then surveyed the house with an appraising eye. She gave everything an indulgent smile, and I would have loved to know what was going through her head. 
 
    A few minutes later, Roy led Fifi downstairs. Her freshly washed hair flashed glossy silver in the firelight and her skin glowed with vitality. She rubbed her eyes and squinted into the living room, half asleep, but she still looked stunning. She always did. 
 
    Roy steered her toward Devona. “This is Fifi, the succubus I told you about.” 
 
    Devona rose to her feet and took the few steps that separated her from Fifi. Then she reached out and took Fifi’s hands, mumbling and nodding as soon as she made contact. Fifi just stood there, smiling down at her.  
 
    Devona continued to scrutinize Fifi for another couple of seconds and then she looked at Roy. “It’s what I thought.” 
 
    Roy glanced over at me, his eyebrows knotting in the middle because he was clearly as confused as I was. I shrugged. I didn’t understand this strange witch’s pronouncements any better than he did.  
 
    “Are you able to do it?” Fifi asked. “Can you reverse the effects of the Love’s Goddess potion?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Devona turned to face me. “I require your assistance, gypsy woman.” 
 
    “Assistance?” I repeated, deciding to look past the title she’d given me. 
 
    “Potions assistance,” she confirmed. “Come with me,” she said and walked out of the house. I turned to question Roy, but he only spread his hands in the air and shrugged in confusion. 
 
    I made my way outside, to find Devona waiting for me. When I reached her, she waved toward the river. “This way.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Not here.”  
 
    She followed the bank all the way through town and halted almost on the spot where Brandt and the other sasquatch attacked Marty. Glancing behind me, I noticed the colony loomed dark and ghostly in the distance, without a single light anywhere. It was eerie and the truth of the matter was that I yearned to be back in my cozy house where the heat was just a click away and so was HBO. 
 
    Devona turned to me. I could hardly make out her features in the starlight, but for some reason I couldn’t explain, I detected every nuance of her expression. 
 
    She smiled again. “It is as I thought.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You must end it with him. You are not for each other.” 
 
    “Roy and me?” I asked, a sinking feeling in my stomach. 
 
    Devona nodded. “You came here seeking answers, gypsy woman.” 
 
    “My name is Poppy.” 
 
    “Your name matters not. You came here seeking truth. And that is the one truth, the only truth to the question you ask. You must end it with him.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. On the one hand, I knew the truth in her words—felt them in the core of my being, felt them in the flow of my blood, in my bones. But, on the other hand, who the hell did she think she was to tell me, a complete stranger, that I should break up with my boyfriend? 
 
    Something in her expression shut my thoughts down in a hurry. A chill settled over my heart.  
 
    “How long has this relationship progressed?” she asked. 
 
    “A little over three months.” 
 
    She dipped a single nod and spread her hand out in the air above her as if she could see something to which I wasn’t privy. “Your paths cross… but only for a small instance of time. The intersection is meant to be brief and then you are meant to continue on your life paths, separately.” 
 
    “How… how do you know that?” 
 
    She glanced up into the night sky as if the answer were obvious. “It is written in the stars.” 
 
    “That’s not why Roy brought you here—his and my relationship has nothing to do with Fifi’s situation.” 
 
    She shot out a hand. The instant her fingers closed around my arm, I knew I was way out of my league. She might only be a half-witch, but she had me on the mat with one pull. “It has everything to do with it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you. You wanted me to help you make a potion for Fifi...” 
 
    “There are no potions that can undo what’s already been done.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, taken aback. I also pulled my arm away from her and took a step back. 
 
    “The prodigal son told me of the potion that was used on the demoness.” 
 
    I figured the prodigal son was Roy.  
 
    “Love’s Goddess,” I filled in for her. 
 
    “What was it meant to do?” 
 
    “Make her irresistible to all men.” 
 
    “Not to ALL men. She is not irresistible to the sasquatch, nor to the human.” 
 
    I froze, staring at her in the dark. The potion didn’t make her irresistible to Roy and yet it did to all his male brethren. I still found that odd… Marty, not so much, since he had a condition that allowed him immunity to all magic. 
 
    “Do you wonder why he was able to resist her charms?” Devona asked. 
 
    “Is he a null like Marty?” 
 
    “No,” Devona answered, shaking her head. “He should have been as affected by the succubus power as any other man, but he was not. The immunity came from another source.” 
 
    “What… other source?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “There is only one force that can protect a man from succubus power and that is the sasquatch mating bond.” 
 
    The small hairs stood up on the back of my neck. Mating bond. Roy had mentioned it earlier and now those words made me shiver.  
 
    “If you have been close to him for three months and he has not formed the mating bond with you, he never will.” 
 
    “Three months isn’t that long,” I started. 
 
    She shook her head. “If he was going to mate with you, he would have done it by now.” She lowered her voice to a velvet whisper and didn’t seem to be concerned with my feelings on the matter one iota. Not that I should have been surprised—as far as witches went, they were pretty much emotionless. Wanda was like Cupid in comparison to most witches.  
 
    “Why didn’t he form the mating bond with me?” I asked, before I could stop myself. 
 
    “Because he had already formed one with someone else, his chosen mate.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he tell me?” 
 
    Devona smiled. “That is an easy question to answer.” 
 
    “Because he didn’t know.” 
 
    She nodded. “That bond protected him from the succubus’s power.” 
 
    “Then who,” I started but I already knew the answer. 
 
    His chosen mate was Fifi. And yet, Fifi appeared to be more interested in Marty. 
 
    “The more time you spend with him, the worse things will become between the two of you,” Devona continued. “As fate decides things, so they must be.” 
 
    I wanted to argue with her. I wanted to dismiss her words as the ravings of some crazy broad, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t, because I knew in my heart she was right—I’d felt the truth even before I’d ever met her. 
 
    “And if I don’t end it?” 
 
    “You will become increasingly hostile toward each other until you cannot tolerate the very sight of one another. He will resent you for holding him back from his true mate and you will resent him for not fully committing to you in the way in which you want. You must end it for both your sakes.” 
 
    She was right.  
 
    Roy and I had been fighting for a reason. He’d been putting every other priority in front of our relationship since we’d first gotten together for a reason. And that reason was that we didn’t belong together. I couldn’t give him the kind of life he obviously wanted. We were too different and we both wanted different things. 
 
    And Fifi could give him the things I couldn’t. She could give him children and she’d live as long as he would. She could feed off his sexual energy and his desire for her. He wouldn’t have to hide it anymore because they’d be an established couple. She wouldn’t drain him or harm his health. It was a match made in Heaven, unlike ours. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder toward Cora’s house. Fifi fit in here. She knew how to act around the sasquatch. She spoke their language. She moved among them with comfort and ease. 
 
    The thought of them together hurt, but not as much as I thought it would. On some level, I’d always known he wasn’t right for me. I just didn’t want to believe it. But, the truth of the matter was that Roy had been fighting to protect Fifi since long before I ever moved to Haven Hollow. 
 
    “There is someone for everyone,” Devona said, her tone softer now. Apparently, she wasn’t as ice-blooded as I imagined. I turned to face her again. 
 
    “There is?” I asked, thinking of all my failed relationships—this was just one more I could add to the ever-growing list of bad choices on my part. 
 
    “There is a man for you who mirrors you in every way. But, you must open yourself, gypsy woman.” 
 
    “Open myself?” 
 
    “You are closed—you are not open to love, owing to the pain you have felt in the past. But, that is not the way. All things are a balance—black and white, life and death. Until you release the pain of the past, you cannot welcome in the future.” 
 
    I nodded and started to turn away. I just… I didn’t want to hear anymore. I knew she was right about Roy and Fifi but the rest of the mumbo-jumbo… I couldn’t deal with it—my brain was on overload as it was. “I’ll tell Roy. I’m sure he’ll understand.” 
 
    “You cannot tell him why.” Devona’s commanding tone stopped me dead in my tracks. “You can never tell him the real reason why.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked as I turned to face her with a resolute frown. “How am I supposed to break up with him without explaining why?” 
 
    “Because the time is not yet right.” 
 
    “That makes zero sense,” I argued, throwing my hands on my hips because now this situation was just pissing me off. “If it’s so important that he gets together with Fifi, then the truth is the best way for him to understand what he has to do. They can start living the rest of their lives together and then she won’t have to divorce herself from her succubus side.” 
 
    Devona shook her head. That gesture left no room for argument. “You cannot force the mating bond. They must discover it naturally. If you told him, he would rebel against it and push her away. You must remove yourself from the scene and leave him to find his own way.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s convenient, isn’t it?” 
 
    Devona straightened up. As tiny as she was, she exuded incredible power. “Such is the will of the stars, gypsy woman.” 
 
    “What about Fifi?” I asked. “If she stays a succubus, she’ll continue to attract other men.” 
 
    “The succubus power within her will be nullified as soon as she forms a mating bond with the prodigal son. “ 
 
    “And, let me guess, I can’t tell her that either?” 
 
    Devona shook her head. “This conversation cannot leave this place. It is for the two of us only. They must find their own way.” 
 
    “But, Fifi wants to attempt something that’s incredibly dangerous and could possibly kill her in the process!” I almost yelled. 
 
    “And you must see to it that such does not happen.” 
 
    “How?” I glared at her. Why was I the one who had to see to all this crap? When was it going to be my turn to enjoy my ‘chosen mate’ and ride off into the sunset? When was I going to find true love? 
 
    You have to open yourself to love, like Devona said, I reminded myself. 
 
    Right. Well… 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled, shocking myself because I never swore. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 
 
    “Use your powers, gypsy,” Devona said, completely ignoring my little outburst. “You have a repulse potion, do you not? That should suffice until the time comes when it is no longer necessary.” 
 
    “Right, but to even get the charm to work—so we can leave this colony safely—I need…” I needed Wanda to perform her part of the spell. “I need help. I was relying on a witch friend of mine to perform a charm over the potion.” 
 
    “Did you brew the potion yourself?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And did you not put your intention into it, as you brewed it?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And did you not have a witch add her own magical touch?” 
 
    Hellcat’s fur. “Yes.” 
 
    “And do you not possess your own magic?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then you have what you require. You do not need additional help, gypsy woman.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was true, but figured there was only one way to find out. The more I considered the subject though, the more another concern raised its ugly head. “So Fifi’s supposed to use the repulsive charm forever? How long is she supposed to rely on it? That means every man will be turned off to her and she won’t be able to feed on anyone.” 
 
    Devona shook her head. “It will make it difficult for anyone but the right man to stay near her for long. She will not be able to feed off any other man, true, but it will bring her man and her together.” 
 
    An image of Fifi and Marty erupted in my brain again. “What if… what if she’s Roy’s chosen mate but… but he isn’t hers?” 
 
    Devona shook her head. “There are no questions where chosen mates are concerned.” 
 
    “It’s just… she doesn’t seem that… into Roy. She seems more attracted to… someone else.” 
 
    “She is lost and still must find her way.” 
 
    Just like the rest of us. 
 
    “What about the threat of her family?” I asked. 
 
    “The repulse charm will save her from her family’s intentions for her.” 
 
    “Things might be a little more complicated than that,” I answered as I thought about the fact that we still had to find a way to convince her family she wasn’t in danger of falling out of the fold anymore. “Her family has to believe she’s back to feeding on men the way she used to. If they find out she’s forming a mating bond with one man, they’ll attack even more strongly.” 
 
    Devona’s lips curled into that smile that made me want to start another swearing outburst. “I am certain you are astute enough to come up with a plan.” 
 
   


  
 


 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I strode down the riverbank, but halfway to Cora’s house, I glanced back. Devona wasn’t there anymore. She’d apparently vanished into the shadows from whence she came. I couldn’t say I was sorry to see her go. One witch in my life was more than enough. Oh, wait. I had two in my life, now that Astrid had come to live in Haven Hollow. 
 
    When I faced Cora’s house again, I slowed my pace. I just… I knew what I had to do and I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t know how to explain why I’d gone off with a strange witch in the forest, only to return with this burning need to dump Roy. And I wouldn’t be able to make the connection. Ugh. If our conversation earlier had been hard, that was nothing compared to the one I had to look forward to now. 
 
    My stomach twisted in knots.  
 
    I wasn’t really going in there to break up with him, was I? What if Roy was right and there was something there worth fighting for? Every time we talked about it, he never wanted to throw in the towel so was it fair that I was doing exactly that? 
 
    Was I ready to call it quits? Did I really want to throw away the last three months of our relationship? And what the hell did Devona know, anyway? Here she was, living by herself in the middle of nowhere—what did she know about love? And, really, what help had she given me with the whole Fifi situation? Nothing! 
 
    So, was I really going to take her relationship advice? Was I really going to barge into Roy’s sister’s home and break up with him? I could just picture him waiting for me to return while he sat in the living room. As soon as I walked in, he’d jump up and give me that broad warm smile, and then he’d throw his arms around me and I’d feel so warm. 
 
    Exactly the opposite of how I felt now. 
 
    But, he wouldn’t jump up like that because he was glad to see me. He’d be anxious for me to help Fifi. A forgotten corner of my heart already knew that. He was the strongest, biggest, most handsome, protective guy I’d ever had the good fortune to get involved with, but all those things were on the outside. 
 
    On the inside, we were different species. And we wanted different things. 
 
    He hadn’t told me point-blank he wanted a big family, but he also hadn’t told me he DIDN’T want one, either. He might be different from other sasquatches in that he liked living in Haven Hollow rather than in their off-grid colony, but a tiger didn’t change his stripes. 
 
    Big families, long lives, monogamy with one mate—these were bred into Roy—they were in his bones. He couldn’t change the way he was, what he believed in. And he had no reason to change. All I had to do was step aside. It sounded so simple when I thought about it like that. 
 
    Still, my heart ached. I had to halt at the bottom of the steps and gather my courage before I went back into the house. This was just… it was asking too much of me right now. After everything I’d just been through, after the fear and the exhaustion.  
 
    None of this was fair! 
 
    Yet, it had to be done and fairness had nothing to do with it. I needed to end it as much for myself as for Roy and for Fifi. I needed to open myself up to the possibility of meeting my soulmate—I had to make sure I was ready to let the right man in. And I wanted to let the right man in. I was sick of all my failed and dead-end relationships. It was time to turn the corner, time to assess the broken pieces within myself and time to heal them. It was time to change. 
 
    I knew Devona had been speaking the truth when she’d said as much. And I also knew that currently, I wasn’t ready. I did have walls up—I was scarred from the past and I was still carrying that pain with me. I was afraid. 
 
    Once more, my mind flashed the picture of Roy and Fifi, who were probably still sitting in the living room together. They’d be talking in hushed whispers about her future and what was best for her. 
 
    Five years was plenty of time for them to form a close bond. Roy would continue to offer her his protection by having her work at the Half-Moon. As other guys retreated out of her life—and I retreated out of his—they would get closer until the inevitable happened.  
 
    That is, as long as Fifi was attracted to Roy. On that subject, I still wasn’t clear. But Marty… no he wasn’t right for her.  
 
    As to Fifi’s family, they couldn’t exactly get mad at her once the bond with Roy did form (if it formed). She would still be a succubus. She’d still be feeding, so she wouldn’t be casting shame and discredit on her family line. She would have a loving partner who was immune to her power’s negative effects. They could love each other for as long as they both lived. Fifi would be living the life she’d always dreamed of. 
 
    And I was happy for her.  
 
    I really was.  
 
    Even though a part of me was aching, another part of me was rejoicing because it’s not every day you’re given a decisive path to navigate. It’s not every day an old witch emerges from the forest to tell you to break up with your Bigfoot boyfriend because your soul mate is somewhere out there, waiting for you, ready to come into your life… 
 
    The plan required only one act of courage on my part. I was the lynchpin in the whole puzzle. I could make it happen; I just had to fulfill my part. And… and I needed to face the fact that there was quite a bit of cleanup I needed to do in my own life if I was ever going to invite the right one in. 
 
    I took a deep breath and climbed the steps. I eased open the front door and my heart rode into my throat. Roy jumped up exactly the way I imagined he would, but Fifi wasn’t there. The fire was roaring, and golden-orange light flooded the room. He threw his arms around me, but this time I didn’t feel warm. I felt cold. 
 
    “Well? What did she say? Did you make the potion Fifi needs?” 
 
    I pulled away from him and migrated to the couch. He sat down next to me. “She didn’t have to. I already have the right potion.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I reached into the pocket of Cora’s pants and pulled out the vial in question. The glass sparkled in the low light. “I have the repulsive curse I made at home, with Wanda’s help. It will be enough to protect Fifi from the effects she has on men and it will negate the effects of the Love’s Goddess potion.” 
 
    “What about her family?” Roy demanded, frowning. “They’ll come after her again. What are we supposed to do about them?” 
 
    That was the sticking point, but I knew Devona was right—I would come up with something because I always did. “I need to think about that… but I know there’s a way.” 
 
    “You know there’s a way?” Roy repeated, shaking his head as he threw his hands into the air. “It sounds like your time with Devona was a complete waste of time!” 
 
    I looked at him and just didn’t have the energy. “It wasn’t a waste of time.” 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “There’s something more important we have to do—something we have to do… right now.” 
 
    “What could be more important than protecting Fifi from her family and reversing the effects of the Love’s Goddess potion so we can return to Haven Hollow?” 
 
    I summoned all my resolve and picked up his hand in mine. How many times had I held that massive hand and thought about the future we might have together? A future that was no longer a viable option. “It’s us.” 
 
    “Us!” He blinked and looked angry as well as confused. “What do we have to do with Fifi’s problem?” 
 
    But, I couldn’t go into that part. Not now. Not ever. “We don’t belong together, Roy. We never have belonged together. ” 
 
    He stiffened. “I don’t know where this is coming from. Last I saw you, you were headed outside with Devona to work on a potion to help Fifi. And now you’re sitting here talking about us and our relationship?” 
 
    “Like I said, Devona told me this potion is all Fifi needs,” I answered as I looked down at the vial in my hands. 
 
    “When did you decide all this about our relationship?” 
 
    “I’ve been deciding it.” 
 
    “I thought we worked things out last night?” he demanded. “I thought we were going to be open with each other about everything moving forward and that we were going to put things back together. What happened to that?” 
 
    “There’s been a rift between us for a long time, Roy. I think… I actually think it’s always been there.” 
 
    “I don’t know what rift you’re talking about.” 
 
    “If you think about it, you’ll know what I mean.” I took another big breath, my heart in my throat. “And we can tell ourselves Fifi’s situation interfered, but the truth is that all this conflict is a symptom of something much deeper. I think…” I turned to face him and it was one of the hardest things I’d had to do lately—much harder than the hike through the woods. “Roy, we would be better off apart.” 
 
    “You’ll excuse me if I respectfully disagree,” he grumbled, as he pulled his hand away from mine and folded his arms across his massive chest. At the sudden thought that I’d never see that massive chest without clothing again, I died a little more on the inside. 
 
    “Roy,” I started. 
 
    He shook his head. “I care about you, Poppy.” 
 
    “And I care about you! I always have, but that doesn’t mean we’re good together.” 
 
    “I thought we were good together.” He took a deep breath. “I thought we’d just agreed to give things another shot, to at least try.” 
 
    “We have tried. We’ve been trying for three months and things have only gotten worse. We’ll only continue to resent the differences between us until we can’t stand each other.” I heard Devona’s words coming out of my mouth and in that moment, I knew with absolute certainty she was right.  
 
    “What differences?” he demanded. “I already told you I don’t care about having a big family and I don’t care if I live longer than you do.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But, I do care. We’re too much at odds and I don’t want to bring more of that into Finn’s life—or mine.” I paused as I inhaled deeply. “You may not see it now, but this is the best thing for both of us.” 
 
    He shook his head, but even as he did, his gaze migrated to the flames. “I don’t see it that way. It’s not what I want.” 
 
    I reached out and took his hand again, squeezing it. “It isn’t what I want, either, but it’s what I feel is right in my heart. I trust that, Roy. And I believe that if you really looked inward, you would feel it too.” He wouldn’t look at me and I wasn’t sure if I was making things better or worse, but I continued. “I’m doing this for both of us.” 
 
    He didn’t look at me, but he also didn’t let go of my hand, either. He just continued to stare into the fire. “If your heart tells you this is right, then you should follow it.” 
 
    I tightened my grip on his big hand. I didn’t want to let go. I wanted to hold on forever, but that was a dead-end street. “Thank you.” 
 
    I gave him one last squeeze and then tore myself away. My heart twisted as my fingers lost contact with his warm skin and tears started in my eyes. What I wouldn’t give to put my arms around him and take it all back! My heart wanted nothing more than to tell him we would try to make it work—that there was a silver lining. 
 
    But, I knew better. 
 
    My eyes burned. I couldn’t let him see me break down, not after I’d been strong enough to go through with it. Instead, I walked back outside and breathed in the cold night air. I walked back down to the river, where earlier I’d stood with Devona and I thought about everything she’d told me. 
 
    Even though I was sad, there was also something else there, another emotion—relief. And a deep understanding that if I wanted to change my life, if I wanted the next relationship I had to be my last, to be the relationship, I had some changes I needed to make. I was daunted by the idea of what those changes entailed but I was also excited. I was excited to work on myself and to break down the walls I’d placed around my heart. The more I thought about it, the more I realized Roy had been safe to me—safe in that dating him had allowed me to keep those walls in place. Because I’d always known the truth about the two of us, that we could never amount to anything, he hadn’t been a threat.  
 
    It was now time to tear those walls down and to allow myself to truly love again, to be vulnerable. 
 
    I sat down on the bank of the river, feeling the cold dirt beneath me. The air smelled of pine and lavender. I imagined Roy was still sitting on the couch where I’d left him. No doubt,  
 
    he was looking into the fire the way I had half the night. No doubt, he was mulling over everything and struggling to come to grips with a tempest of emotions, thoughts, and possibilities that didn’t fit into any coherent whole. 
 
    He would understand… someday.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The Next Day 
 
      
 
    It was time to put my plan into action—the plan involving how to keep Fifi’s family away from her. It was a plan I’d come up with in the early hours of the morning, having gotten absolutely no sleep all night. But, the lack of sleep was worth it because I thought my plan just might work. 
 
    The day before I’d asked the men of the colony to volunteer to return with us to Haven Hollow, where they would be taking part in a parade of sorts. Of course, I’d requested their appearance only after I’d doused Fifi with the repulse potion. I’d been surprised to find Devona was right—my will had been enough to power the potion because not one of the men could even stand to look at Fifi, which was a shock in and of itself.  
 
    Eight of the men had agreed to come back with us, and after the arduous hike to Roy’s truck, they’d piled into the truck bed and we were off.  
 
    After the incredibly long trip back to Haven Hollow, Roy pulled over just before we reached the ‘Welcome to Haven Hollow’ sign and killed the engine. All of the men climbed out of the truck at my instructions and stood in a horizontal line in front of the truck. As they stood there, they jeered and elbowed each other, cracking bawdy jokes, but each one stood still while I poured the mixture I’d concocted earlier over their chests, backs, and shoulders. 
 
    The potion was Alsatian Sex Oil which was meant to surround the wearer with a sexual air—meaning that those around them would be taken in by the libido of the wearer. The point was to surround the men with feelings of love, romance, and sexual desire.  
 
    I halted in front of Brandt. His lips twitched as he held back laughter. “Will this make me irresistible to women?” 
 
    I blushed and willed myself not to look at his massive, muscular body. Every guy in line was beyond hot. I had to exert all my willpower not to gawk at them. “I wish I could tell you otherwise, but it will actually shrink your testicles to the size of garden peas.” Of course, I was just kidding because the Alsatian Sex Oil could do exactly what Brandt thought it would—if such was our intention. But, our intention, in this case, was to make it seem like all the men were completely gaga over Fifi. And not only that, the sexual vibe of the potion would make it seem like all of them were involved in some sort of sexual, orgiastic relationship with her.  
 
    It was the perfect alibi for her family—the perfect hoax to get them off her back. As soon as they believed she’d broken her abstinence vows and was having sex with multiple men and, obviously, feeding on them, the hope was they’d return home and leave her alone. For good. 
 
    Laughter exploded down the line of men. Thank God they were wearing loincloths, but all the rest of their stunning bodies glowed in the sun for the whole world to see.  
 
    Brandt laughed with the others. Then he spread his arms to me in a mock invitation to embrace. “Hit me with it. I can’t wait!” 
 
    I didn’t miss Roy’s grunt of disapproval, but when I turned to face him, he looked the other way. Fifi, meanwhile, wasn’t sparing any of her attention on any of the men and was, instead, giggling over something Marty was saying. As far as Marty and Roy were concerned, their apparent immunity to Fifi’s sexuality also worked in reverse—they seemed to be immune to her lack of sexuality, as well. 
 
    More laughter greeted Brandt’s comments, and I tipped the bottle over him, drenching his torso with the mixture until it splashed on the ground. Brandt sniffed his arm, and his muscles tensed visibly. “What is this? It smells incredible.” 
 
    “Keep your shorts on, Valentino,” someone called. “You have a job to do.” 
 
    I finally made my way to the very last man. When I finished anointing him, I headed back and raised my voice for all to hear. “You all know what you have to do. We’ll parade into town and put on a show for Fifi’s family. As soon as we convince them you all are Fifi’s paramours, Roy will take you back to the colony. Everyone ready?” 
 
    The men, still laughing, gathered around Roy’s pickup as we started decorating the truck with banners of fabric on which we’d painted: Congratulations and Honeymoon. We also attached random clothing to the rearview mirrors, bumpers, and the roll bar and a few empty cans to the rear bumper. 
 
    “A bunch of you need to climb onto the hood of the truck in front,” I told them. “The rest of you get in the back and remember what I said. Once we get into downtown, you need to start cheering and making as much noise as possible.” 
 
    “How do we even know Fifi’s family will be there?” Marty asked. 
 
    “They’ll be there, waiting for me,” Fifi answered. “They know I’ll come back, eventually.” 
 
    I strode to the side of the street where Marty, Finn, Fifi, and Roy waited for me. Roy wore his jeans and no shirt. He looked more like the Brawny Paper Towel Man than ever before. And, of course, that caused a sense of sadness to well up inside me all over again. 
 
    “Are you sure you want me to do this?” he asked. “It just seems pretty… abrupt in lieu of… recent events.” 
 
    “Why can’t Marty take my place and I drive?” Roy asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Every eligible sasquatch has to participate,” I responded. “And everyone knows Marty is a null anyway, so that wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “Fine,” Roy said. 
 
    I looked at him and gave him an understanding smile. “I need you to ride on the hood next to Fifi so we can sell this whole thing.” 
 
    “Marty, could you ride with me, too?” Fifi asked as something further dropped inside my stomach.  
 
    “Actually, I have to drive the truck, according to Poppy’s instructions,” Marty answered. 
 
    “Right. Marty is driving and Finn and I are going to hide in the back seat so no one sees us,” I supplied. Not only did I not want anyone to spot Finn and me, but I also wanted to try to shield Finn from as much as was going on around him as I could. I had no other options but to include him on this trip, but that didn’t mean he had to witness all of it. 
 
    As far as regards to Fifi, she’d borrowed a sheer, thin-strapped dress from Cora that revealed every magnificent curve of her body. The lace of her half-cup bra showed through the fabric and made her look like something off a strip-club stage. 
 
    Even with all that, she looked completely different since I’d anointed her with the repulsive potion, thus subduing her succubus spirit. Well, she looked the same, but her perfectly manicured appearance didn’t produce the same effect. I’d also asked her to cover up with a coat one of the men had provided until the time when we entered Haven Hollow, at which point she was to disrobe. Only after Finn was out of viewing sight, that is. 
 
    I experienced an unmistakable wave of disgust just going near her. I couldn’t define it. She made me slightly sick and it didn’t have anything to do with her looks. I spread the female version of the Alsatian Sex Oil on her, too, so she wouldn’t turn everyone completely off (after all, Fifi’s family had to believe this was all real and if they thought for one second she’d been anointed with a potion, the believability would be completely shot to hell), but it barely made her tolerable. She just didn’t produce the same effect as before. 
 
    After I anointed Fifi, Roy took my hand and pulled me aside.  
 
    “If I’m up there with her, I’ll have to act the part, too. I’ll have to… you know…” 
 
    I did my best to keep my reaction in check. Yes, this breakup was very recent and yes, it still stung like hell. But, we had a job to do and I couldn’t let my emotions get in the way. “Do whatever you have to do to convince her family it’s real.” 
 
    “You won’t… get jealous?” He sounded hopeful. 
 
    “I’ll try to be a grownup about it and remind myself Fifi’s safety is at risk.” 
 
    He huffed, but he didn’t argue. “Just make sure Marty doesn’t crash my truck. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    I nodded as he held out his arms and I dumped the mixture over his arms, chest, and back. When I finished, he raised his arm to his nose like Brandt. “It smells good.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to.” 
 
    Marty and Finn got into the truck and Finn hid in the back seat, just like I’d told him to. I climbed in next to him, and he gave me a smile.  
 
    “I’m glad to be home,” he whispered as Marty fired up the truck and the men started cat-calling and whistling, others singing. We weren’t even in Haven Hollow yet, so I hoped they could keep up their energy.  
 
    “Me too, buddy, me too.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Fifi hesitated when she saw all the mostly naked sasquatch guys piled on top of Roy’s truck. They packed the bed, hung from the sides, and stood on top of the hood. I couldn’t see the windshield. That was going to make driving interesting for Marty, to say the least. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can go through with this,” she peeped.  
 
    “You’ll be fine.” I took her hand and propelled her toward the vehicle. “Roy will be right next to you. As soon as we do this, you’ll be free.” 
 
    She didn’t argue.  
 
    When she got near the truck, the guys withdrew to make room for her. Roy emerged from the crowd and held out his hand to help her climb up. She took it. He lifted her onto the hood and immediately put his arms around her to shelter her from the rowdy bunch, bumping them from all sides. She took off the overcoat and handed it to me. 
 
    Of course, seeing them together hurt me. That was natural and I wasn’t surprised. As soon as I felt the pain, though, I just told myself it was meant to be.  
 
    Yes, this, too, would pass. 
 
    “You good, Pops?” Marty asked as he looked at me from over his shoulder, where he was sitting in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “I’m good,” I said with a smile as he winked at me and then faced forward. He didn’t know Roy and I had broken up—unless Roy had told him, which I doubted was the case. Finn didn’t know either. I’d wait to tell him until we were home, when it was just the two of us. 
 
    Either way, Marty had no idea how much his wink and his smile helped me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time we made it through Haven Hollow proper, everyone came out of the buildings to see what all the fuss was about. The sasquatch guys on the roof and in the bed of the truck yelled, cheered, play-wrestled, and made such a noise that the townspeople watched them with a look of shock. I knew because I popped my head up every now and then to take stock of what was happening. I wasn’t too concerned at being seen, owing to the fact that Roy’s windows were so tinted in the back of the truck, they bordered on black. 
 
    As she’d anticipated, Fifi’s family was most definitely awaiting her in town. At the ruckus, they appeared at the top of Main Street, each of them standing there, scowling at the sight of Fifi surrounded by her beaus. I was surprised to find they didn’t look at all happy to see Fifi surrounded by the apparently enthralled guys. 
 
    Marty cruised in low gear to the far end of Main Street, turned around, and motored back. He drove extra slow, not only to make sure Fifi’s family saw us, but to ensure no one fell off and got flattened under the wheels. 
 
    By the time we got back to the bar, Fifi’s relatives had followed the truck down the street and now stared with wide eyes as they stood in front of the Half-Moon. Marty parked right in front of them and the whole sasquatch party erupted like they’d just now comprehended the meaning of Spring Break. 
 
    “Come on, Finn,” I whispered as we stole out of the back of the other side of the truck. There was such a crowd assembling on the sidewalk, I was sure none of Fifi’s family could see us. I took Finn’s hand and ran across the street, walking up to the next street before we crossed at the intersection, and then walked back down again, making it look like we’d just come from somewhere else.  
 
    No one even spared us a sidelong glance. Which was just as well, because I wanted this to be about Fifi and her herd of men.  
 
    “Mom, can I go to Sweeter Haunts and get some candy?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I answered—it was the best place for him because I didn’t want him to witness any more of the shenanigans than he already had. I’d had no choice but to include him in all the preparations, but now that everything was unfolding, it was good if he didn’t witness the rest of it.  
 
    That was when I realized I didn’t have any money on me. Good thing the owner of Sweeter Haunts was a customer of mine. “Just tell them to put it on my tab,” I said to Finn, who nodded and went on his happy way. 
 
    When I looked up at the scene on the hood of the truck, the sasquatch guys yelled and roared. Several had their arms around Fifi, and one or two tried to lift her down to the sidewalk, but Roy staunchly refused to let go of her.  
 
    She, meanwhile, undulated her curvy body against them, but the townspeople didn’t seem all that interested. The beauty was that their disinterest in Fifi was hidden by their interest in the circus performing right in front of them. As far as Fifi’s family would think, everyone was still out of their minds over Fifi. 
 
    One by one, the guys hopped off the truck and charged into the restaurant. They caused such a ruckus, more than a few of the people on the sidewalk followed them in. Fifi’s family rushed after them, too, but they couldn’t get near Fifi with all the giant sasquatch packed around her. The guys staggered to the bar, singing on their way and knocking over tables and chairs as they went. The noise escalated to a deafening pitch.  
 
    The diners left their tables to press around the bar, even though none of them could get near Fifi, either. The cloud of sex vibes drove everyone out of their heads. Everything was working out exactly as I’d hoped, and I was proud of myself. 
 
    More people arrived all the time. They bumped into me, forcing their way inside as the celebration raged to such a pitch, I couldn’t get near the bar—not that I wanted to. Instead, I watched from a safe distance. 
 
    This had to be the most outlandish thing I’d ever come up with, but it appeared to be working. And working a thousand times better than I’d dared to dream. No, it wasn’t easy. I caught glimpses of Roy among the sasquatch guys, with his arm slung protectively around Fifi. He was doing exactly what he was supposed to do and I was more than sure I never once crossed his mind. 
 
    And that’s okay, I reminded myself. Because it’s the way it’s supposed to be. 
 
    Fifi’s family, led by Angelo, waded into the throng and instinctively people retreated away from them. An older man, with a dusting of grey in his hair and a Chris Hemsworth physique, sidestepped Angelo and yanked two of the sasquatches out of the way, but nothing cooled their frenzy. 
 
    The older man, who was Fifi’s father, I decided, owing to his likeness to Angelo, made his way to Roy and tugged him aside, to reveal Fifi in all her glory. Angelo was right behind him, wearing his disbelief on his face while he crossed his arms against his chest. If there was one person who was going to ruin this charade, he was that one person. 
 
    One of Fifi’s flimsy dress straps sagged off her shoulder so that her buxom chest threatened to spill all over the place. Her scattered hair whipped against her flushed cheeks as she giggled at all the men surrounding her.  
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” the older man thundered.  
 
    “Daddy!” Fifi panted in a seductive gasp. “You’re just in time for the reception!” 
 
    “Reception!” her father bellowed. “Who do you think you’re marrying?” 
 
    “All of them!” Fifi grabbed the first guy she could get hold of, which just happened to be Roy. The rest of the sasquatches might have been out of their senses on sex hormones, but they weren’t interested in her. They were just wild for… something—excitement. And it made sense, seeing as how most of them had never left the colony before. Roy, on the other hand, stayed glued to Fifi’s side through it all.  
 
    She hooked her arm around his neck and hauled him down into a passionate kiss while everyone watched and cheered. I felt my heart drop as I watched Roy react by kissing her back, just as hard. Both his hands circled her waist and I felt like I stopped breathing for a few seconds. 
 
    Because it was suddenly so obvious. 
 
    Anyone with a brain could see Roy wasn’t acting. When he pulled away from Fifi’s kiss, he looked into her eyes with a ferocious, smoldering expression of insatiable desire. He wanted her and that didn’t have anything to do with her pheromones because he was immune to them. He was drop-dead in love with her. And he’d been in love with her well before he’d ever met me. 
 
    The crowd erupted in louder cheers, but I couldn’t stomach any more of it. I’d orchestrated the whole spectacle for her family’s benefit, and their expressions told me it had worked. Still, watching Roy and Fifi hurt worse than I’d imagined. 
 
    For the first time since I’d met Roy, I didn’t hate myself for feeling jealous… of both of them. I’d broken up with him, yes, but I still… loved him? Did I love him? Actually, I wasn’t sure. Maybe I did? But, maybe I didn’t. Either way, I’d done something incredibly difficult in breaking up with him, and I’d done it to make him happy—to make us both happy. Eventually, anyway. 
 
    I started to turn away when Fifi’s voice drew my attention back to the bar. “You see, Daddy? This is my new harem. Do you like them?” 
 
    I looked over to see her still rubbing against Roy like a cat in heat while she raked her fingers through Brandt’s hair. She removed her hand from his head to trail her fingertips over another man’s chest. 
 
    Her father gaped at her in shock. “You are… marrying all of them?” 
 
    “Of course! After I took refuge in their colony, they were fighting too much over who would have me, so this seemed like the most obvious solution. Now everyone’s happy… but me most of all!” She darted out her hand again and grabbed one of the guys by the butt. She gave it a playful squeeze. When he looked over at her, she dipped her eyelids and let out a seductress laugh. 
 
    One of Fifi’s female relatives murmured something in her father’s ear and he nodded. “We came here because Angelo said your health was suffering because you weren’t feeding.” 
 
    She waved away his concern and continued to giggle at the men around her. “Does it look like my health is suffering or that I’m not feeding?” she demanded. “Angelo is just mad because I’m taking over the realty office and he’s jealous.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” Angelo tried to defend himself, but his voice was lost in the ruckus all around him. Fifi, meanwhile, clung even more hungrily to Roy as she looked at her father again. “I’m sorry Angelo got you involved, but there was never any reason to worry.” 
 
    She laughed again, and her father rounded on Angelo.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this? You said she was in danger.” 
 
    “She was in danger!” Angelo fired back. 
 
    “You didn’t believe what Angelo said about me, did you, Daddy?” Fifi minced as she shook her head. “He was never worried about my health.” Then her eyes narrowed as she looked at her brother and her voice lost its girlish charm. “He just got his panties in a twist because I wouldn’t let him use his power to feed on his clients at the real estate agency. Isn’t that right, Angelo? You tried to kidnap me to get me out of the picture.” 
 
    Her father’s eyes blazed, but now he directed his anger toward his son. “You lied to me—to all of us! You assaulted your own sister for your own selfish purposes.” 
 
    Angelo wilted, and all his charm dissolved. “It wasn’t like that. I just….” 
 
    His father didn’t listen. Instead, he gave Angelo an expression of pure anger, turned on his heel, and left. Angelo followed him, decrying his innocence all the while. As far as I could tell, though, his father wasn’t listening.  
 
    Once they left, Fifi slumped against Roy again and breathed out a sigh of relief. He gave her one of his winning smiles and told her everything was going to be okay.  
 
    And I’d had enough.  
 
    I’d had enough of jealousy, of the pain of relationships not working out. 
 
    I’d had enough of Roy and I’d had enough of Fifi. 
 
    I’d had enough of… everything. 
 
    I turned around and walked out as Fifi’s family barreled past me onto the sidewalk. Her father was yelling at Angelo, who stopped in front of his sports car. The older man snarled to his son and pointed up the street. Then Angelo got into his car and everyone else piled into a Cadillac parked nearby.  
 
    They drove away. 
 
    “It looks like you could use some ice cream, Pops,” Marty said, as I turned around to find him standing there. He put his arm around me and I leaned into him, suddenly wanting to cry. 
 
    “You have no idea how good that sounds right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After collecting Finn from Sweeter Haunts and finishing two scoops of ice cream from Stomper’s Creamery, Marty, Finn and I found ourselves standing on the sidewalk, out front of the Half-Moon again. I cast one last glance into the restaurant. More people than ever packed the bar. No one even tried to eat at the tables.  
 
    I spotted Roy extricating himself from Fifi’s embrace. He said something to her, and his big hands still rested on her curvy hips. For a second, they existed alone and untouched by everyone else. They could have been a thousand miles away for all the notice they took of anyone or anyone took of them. And it was then that I saw the look in Fifi’s eyes—she was attracted to him.  
 
    Then there was hope for the two of them.  
 
    I knew I’d made the right decision. Fifi and Roy… they were made for each other. I knew that now.  
 
    And now… now I just wanted to be alone—well, with Finn.  
 
    I said my goodbyes to Marty and thanked him for the ice cream. Then I took Finn’s hand at the same time that I remembered the Jeep was still in Timbuktu, where Roy and I had left it, when we’d taken his truck all the way to the Sasquatch colony. 
 
    I’d have to ask Marty to give me a ride to the Jeep tomorrow—not a small favor to ask, considering it was parked pretty far away. Oh, well, I’d worry about that later. 
 
    For now, Finn and I had a bit of a walk to get home, but it was one I actually wanted to take—especially now that I was wearing Cora’s sneakers and my ballet flats were sitting in the trash, where they belonged. 
 
    It was maybe a mile or so from downtown Haven Hollow to our house. I hurried down the sidewalk, holding Finn’s hand and he looked up, giving me a big smile. We passed my store and kept on walking. That was when a squad car skidded around the corner and veered into the curb. Police Chief Cain Morgan, Marty’s cousin, slouched out from behind the steering wheel.  
 
    It was the first time I’d seen him since our last debacle had left him suffering memory loss and bedridden. Now it appeared he was fully healed and back on the streets. 
 
    He swaggered over to me, jamming his thumbs into his leather belt like a real Old West Sheriff.  
 
    “Poppy Morton, do you mind telling me what in the Sam Hill is going on around this town?”  
 
    I snickered. “You did NOT just use the term Sam Hill in a sentence.” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    “Might I remind you, Chief, that this is the twenty-first century, and we aren’t in Tombstone, Arizona.” 
 
    “And might I remind you that I’d like to know what is going on?” He looked at Finn then and added: “Son, why don’t you spend a few minutes in the candy store while I talk with your mom. Tell them to put it on my tab.” 
 
    Finn looked from the officer to me. “Mom, can I get more candy?” 
 
    I took a deep breath before nodding. Chief Morgan hadn’t really left me much of an alternative. When Finn walked away, I looked up at the officer again. “Why do you think I have an answer for you?” 
 
    He dodged in front of me. “Because I saw you with Roy Osbourne in that truck of his, heading out of town like a bat out of hell, while all sorts of cars and people blocked the streets. If you cooperate by explaining what in the heck was going on, I might be willing to let you and your friends off light.” 
 
    “What friends are those?” 
 
    He jerked his thumb toward the Half-Moon Bar and Grill. “All those strangers in there making a lewd and indecent display. I’ve half a mind to call backup in on them.” 
 
    I glanced toward the bar. I wouldn’t want him running in several dozen sasquatches who’d never set foot in modern civilization before today, especially since I was the one who put them up to this in the first place.  
 
    I drew in a shaky breath. “It’s nothing serious, Chief. It’s just a bunch of kids enjoying a momentous occasion since they all got engaged.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, spearing me with a raised-brow expression. “To one woman.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “Hey, I’m not here to judge.” Then I breathed out a nervous sigh. “I’m sure they’ll have a few drinks and a few baskets of onion rings at the bar. Then they’ll put their clothes back on and go home. Roy Osbourne is keeping an eye on them. He won’t let them leave the bar or cause any damage to anyone’s property.” 
 
    Chief Morgan’s eyebrows shot up. He rubbed his stubbly chin. “Well, he is the best man for the job. If he can’t keep a rowdy bunch of kids in line, no one can.” 
 
    “Leave it to him, Chief. It’s his bar. If they’re going to wreck anything, they’ll start on the bar first and he can shut them down before they try anything more serious. They’re country boys and they’re excited about coming to town. You remember what it was like to be young, don’t you, Cain?” 
 
    I gave him my best moist-eyed smile, and he furrowed his brow even more. “I suppose I do.” He bit back a grin. “I guess I broke a few windows and took down a few mailboxes in my time.” 
 
    I started to go on my merry way, but he stopped me again. “Now tell me what the devil you were doing with all those cars out on the highway. When I stopped the mob, not one of those fools could explain what made ‘em try to leave town. In fact, most of ‘em seemed like they were having trouble remembering the last hour or so. Some were stupid out of their minds. They couldn’t think of anything but getting through the Police line to follow you. Now explain that to me.” 
 
    Yes, Poppy. Explain that.  
 
    What was I supposed to say to him—that Fifi Stenham, the waitress from the Half-Moon bar, was a demon with an unnatural influence over the sexual energies of the opposite sex? Or that her brother splashed her with a magic love potion that sparked the stampede? Or that she was destined to be mated to a sasquatch?  
 
    Yeah, no. 
 
    “It was all part of the celebration, Chief,” I lied. “We were having a… a scavenger hunt around town. Everyone had a list of things they had to find and no one could find the item that would win the grand prize.” As the tale spun wider and bigger and more bizarre, I threw myself into it. It didn’t have to make sense, but I had to tell him something—anything. “Everyone became convinced that the winning item was in Roy’s truck. So, they started following us, and when the others got the idea that someone was going to beat them to it, they joined in the chase, too. The whole thing just got a little out of control but… no one got hurt. No property got damaged so… no harm done. Right?” 
 
    I prayed to High Heaven he bought the story, otherwise, Haven Hollow was going to have a very serious public relations incident on its hands. 
 
    He scowled even deeper. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all. It’s reckless. Most of the people in that mob were grown adults who should have known better. I had to issue at least thirty citations for driving in the wrong lane and at least half of the vehicles involved belonged to someone other than the drivers. And in my books, that means theft. What am I supposed to do—arrest half the town for grand theft auto? We wouldn’t have a town left if I did that.” Then he sighed. “Not to mention the fire that started up on Highway 207, so we had to keep everyone from leaving the town.” 
 
    Fire? I started to ask, but then remembered my phone call to Wanda and her saying she’d come up with something to tell the police. She’d mentioned a natural disaster… I definitely owed her for this one. 
 
    Chief Morgan fixed me with a death glare and I swear to God, in that moment, he knew. Something in his unflinching gaze told me he knew, without a doubt, that I was lying. He knew I was covering up and that my story didn’t hold a drop of water.  
 
    He scrutinized me too closely. I trembled in my shoes, waiting for him to handcuff me and haul me away to jail, but he must have seen something in me that convinced him to go along with my story. 
 
    He nodded without slackening his gaze at all. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I trust Osbourne to hold this town’s safety and well-being before everything. He was with you that day, so he must put some stock in you, too. I don’t like half the nonsense you and your weird friends or my harebrained cousin get up to in this town, but I’m willing to bet your heart’s in the right place. If you tell me right now the problem is taken care of and it won’t happen again, I could see my way to taking your word for it.” 
 
    “It is!” I exclaimed, nodding enthusiastically. “I give you my word.” 
 
    He nodded, but his expression skewered me to the core. He knew something was up. He had to know, or at least suspect. “If anything like this happens again, you’ll be the first person I come looking for. Just so we’re clear on that, Ms. Morton.” He nodded toward my store. “I don’t hold with all this potion business, you know. If I had the authority, I’d shut it down for fraud.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “Fraud!?” 
 
    All at once, the veil shattered and I was back to dealing with the old Cain Morgan—muggle, mundane, null, bastion of law and order in a supernatural town. His job required him to doubt anything he didn’t understand. And I was fairly sure the world wouldn’t work the right way if he didn’t. 
 
   


  
 



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    When Finn and I made it home, I breathed a sigh of relief. My house had never appeared better. Finn eagerly flew up the stairs, wanting to see Piggy. I was happy to plop down in my comfortable chair in front of the fireplace and just sit there, doing nothing. 
 
    No sooner did my butt hit the seat then the doorbell rang. 
 
    Son of a… 
 
    I got up, all the while wondering who was bothering me now. When I opened the door, I found Roy standing there. 
 
    “Roy?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded and rubbed the back of his neck as he did whenever he was anxious about something. “I’m sorry about what happened in the bar. We were just putting on an act like you said.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what happened in the bar and I forgive you for any and all of it.” 
 
    He nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to come here—not when you need to get those guys back to the colony.” 
 
    “I also need to get you back to your Jeep,” he offered. 
 
    I smiled, but shook my head. “Marty is going to take me,” I answered, even though I hadn’t even bothered to ask Marty yet. Even so, I knew he’d say yes. He always did. 
 
    “Okay… well, I, uh… I just… I couldn’t deal with the thought that maybe you were jealous about me kissing Fifi. I just got… caught up in the moment. You said to play it up and I did. I’m sure Fifi didn’t mean anything by it, either.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I don’t mind.” I did, but that was a different matter. And it no longer mattered. Nothing with Roy did. 
 
    “Are we good then?” 
 
    “We’re good.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, and I could tell there was more. “I still think there’s a chance we can work this out, Poppy. It doesn’t have to be this….” 
 
    I held up my hand. “Don’t. We’re from two different worlds and you deserve someone who can give you what you need. I deserve the same thing…” 
 
    “Right and I still believe that man could be me,” he started, but I shook my head. I wasn’t really sure why he was fighting so hard for this relationship. I didn’t understand what he was so afraid of, that he felt like I was his safety. 
 
    “No, that man isn’t you, Roy. It can’t be you and I think we both know that.” 
 
    He nodded and there was something in his eyes that said he understood—he knew the truth in my words as much as I did.  
 
    “Is it Marty?” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows knit. “Marty?” 
 
    “I always thought there was something between the two of you. I mean, it’s clearly obvious he’s in love with you and has been since you moved here.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Roy, there’s nothing going on between Marty and me and there never was.” 
 
    “Don’t blow sunshine up my ass to let me down easier.” 
 
    “I’m not. There’s nothing between Marty and me, not now and not ever.” 
 
    He nodded as he took a deep breath and then gave me a sad, little smile. Before I thought to stop myself, I rose on my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Go back to the bar and deal with all those rowdy men. And don’t worry about me, Roy. I will be fine and so will you.” 
 
    “I will always worry about you.” 
 
    “And I appreciate that. We’ll find a way to be friends in time, I’m sure.” 
 
    He nodded again and looked down at the porch.  
 
    “You are going to be really happy, Roy, much happier than I could ever make you,” I promised, knowing I couldn’t say much more. 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    I smiled wider. “I am.” 
 
    “Well, I, uh, I do need to get back, before those guys destroy the restaurant.” He started down the steps. 
 
    “Roy?” He stopped and turned around to face me. “Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded and then he was gone.  
 
    I continued to stand there in the doorway, even after the dust from his truck had settled.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but I felt a deep, inner calm. I felt like I’d done the right thing. And the truth was, I would get over this relationship, just like I’d gotten over every other one that hadn’t been the right one. My life in Haven Hollow was complete as it was—I was happy. I wasn’t alone. I had great friends. I had Finn and my store. Really, this was the first page in the first chapter of the rest of my life.  
 
    I turned away. This time for good. I started walking back into the house when I heard my phone ringing. Picking it up, I realized it was Wanda. 
 
    “Thank you,” I started as soon as I accepted the call. “For everything you did.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she answered, and the sounds of Libby, Hellcat, and Darla filled the background. “And don’t ever spring anything like that on me again, Poppy Morton! You have no idea the headache I have after being on the phone with Mother for the last hour.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Anyway, I was calling because… I wanted to see if you might… want to get… together for drinks sometime soon.” 
 
    “That sounds like you’re asking me out on a date,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “I’m not asking you out on a date, Poppy,” she grunted. “And, besides, if I were into women, you wouldn’t be my type.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for that,” I answered as an image of Sandy in the yellow dress assaulted my brain. “And, yes, I’d love to do a girl’s night whenever you want.” 
 
    “Great, how’s tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Um, I think it’s good.” 
 
    “Okay, cool. Now I’ve got to go deal with these cadavers and the demon known as Hellcat. So, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Great… oh, and Wanda?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t um… happen to have any tight black pants and a black off the shoulder top, would you?” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. “You mean like what Sandy wears at the end of the movie?” 
 
    “Yeah, kind of like that.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was later that evening that my phone rang for the second time. It was Marty, asking what I was up to.  
 
    Finn was already asleep and I was just sitting in front of the television and the fireplace, doing nothing but vegging. 
 
     “You want some company?” he asked. 
 
    I thought about it. “Sure.” 
 
    After another few minutes, the sound of the rumbling hearse interrupted the otherwise still air and I opened the door to let Marty in. He gave me a big hug, and owing to his damp hair, I figured he’d just gotten out of the shower. He smelled like Old Spice. 
 
    I closed the door behind him and walked into the kitchen, knowing how much Marty liked it when I had snacks on hand. I opened the fridge and pulled out a summer sausage I’d gotten specifically for him because he loved it paired with Gouda cheese and a slice of pickle, atop a Saltine cracker. 
 
    “So,” he started, as he took a seat at the kitchen island counter. 
 
    “So,” I finished. 
 
    “Are you and Roy…” 
 
    “No longer together?” I interrupted, then nodded. “Right.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Oh, Pops! I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do? Do you need an intervention?” 
 
    I beamed at him. He really was a good friend and he’d been the first friend I’d ever made since moving here. I burst out laughing at the part about an intervention. “Thanks, but no. I’m actually… I’m doing… fine.” 
 
    He frowned. “Are you sure? You guys seemed good together.” 
 
    “We seemed that way on the surface, maybe, but underneath, we just weren’t meant to be.” 
 
    He got up and hugged me around the shoulders again, and I leaned into him. I liked the way he smelled—I always had. He smelled like—comfort.  
 
    “I’m lucky to have you as a friend,” I said. 
 
    I leaned further into him and closed my eyes as I absorbed his warmth. Damn, it felt good to have his big arms around me—to feel protected against the pain that was still thrumming through my heart.  
 
    “Back at you.” He held me even tighter. “So what’s the magic potion for a broken heart?”  
 
    “You tell me,” I answered as I pulled away and started working on his crackers again. He walked back to the counter and resumed his seat on one of the stools. 
 
    “Um, I’m thinking movie marathon of your choice, as many snacks as possible, and all the booze you can drink for self-medication purposes. If we drink enough, we might go out on a limb and burn an effigy in the backyard.” 
 
    I shot him a grin. “Or two.” 
 
    “Or three!” 
 
    I paused and just looked at him, really looked at him. “Thanks, McFly. I really needed this.” 
 
    He nodded and reached across the counter, placing his hand on top of mine. “What are friends for?” 
 
    “Well… I’d like to thank you by letting you pick the movie for tonight.” 
 
    He cracked a grin of his own. “Back To The Future it is.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Poppy will return! 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Love’s Goddess, please help spread the word by leaving a review. Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Keep reading for a list of ingredients and directions to all the potions in this book! 
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    Poppy’s Potion Recipes Referenced In This Book: 
 
      
 
    From ‘The Complete Formulary Of Magical Oils’ by Celeste Rayne Heldstab 
 
      
 
    Courting Oil: 
 
    ½ part Lily of the Valley 
 
    ½ part Lilac 
 
    10 drops Musk 
 
    5 drops Cinnamon 
 
    This oil will help you attract the right partner. 
 
      
 
    Caliph’s Beloved: 
 
    ½ part Ambergris 
 
    ½ part Rose 
 
    Apricot carrier oil to fill bottle 
 
    Excites sexual passions and attracts new lovers. Powerful aphrodisiac. 
 
      
 
    Circe Oil: 
 
    ¼ part Lotus 
 
    ¼ part Lily of the Valley 
 
    ¼ part Musk 
 
    ¼ part Muguet 
 
    Clove, a few drops 
 
    Eucalyptus, a few drops 
 
    Wintergreen, a few drops 
 
    A romantic enchantment. Use to make someone become enthralled with you. 
 
      
 
    Gypsy Magic: 
 
    ¾ part Peppermint 
 
    ¼ part Thyme 
 
    ½ ounce Borage Seed Carrier Oil 
 
    Divination oil. Use this to anoint your third eye prior to any spellwork. 
 
      
 
    Fire of Passion: 
 
    ¼ part Patchouli 
 
    ¼ part Civet 
 
    ¼ part Musk 
 
    ¼ part Pine or Ambergris 
 
    Causes the opposite sex to desire the wearer more passionately. 
 
      
 
    Follow Me Boy: 
 
    ½ part Jasmine 
 
    ½ part Rose 
 
    Include a piece of coral and gold glitter in the bottle. 
 
    Favored by New Orleans prostitutes to ensure they’d make plenty of money in their endeavors. 
 
      
 
    Bend Over Oil: 
 
    ½ part Rose 
 
    ¼ part Frankincense 
 
    ¼ part Honeysuckle 
 
    Vetiver, a few drops 
 
    Makes other people do your bidding. 
 
      
 
    Bat’s Blood Oil: 
 
    ¾ part Magnolia 
 
    ¼ part Peppermint 
 
    Used in black arts practices. Creates discord, tension and havoc. 
 
      
 
    Conquering Glory Oil: 
 
    ¼ part Bayberry 
 
    ¼ part Sandalwood 
 
    ¼ part Tonka 
 
    ¼ part Orange 
 
    Gain power over others, no matter the purpose. 
 
      
 
    Alsatian Sex Oil (Male): 
 
    ¾ part Musk 
 
    ¼ part Ambergris 
 
    Muguet, a few drops 
 
    Worn by men to sexually arouse women. 
 
      
 
    Alsatian Sex Oil (Female): 
 
    1/3 part Musk 
 
    1/3 part Civet 
 
    1/3 part Ambergris 
 
    Patchouli, a few drops 
 
    Worn by women to sexually arouse men. 
 
      
 
    Amore’ Oil: 
 
    ½ part Apple Blossom 
 
    1/8 part Ambergris 
 
    1/8 part Cinnamon 
 
    An attraction oil to bring you love. Be careful as this one has a habit of making people follow you around. 
 
      
 
    Banishing Oil: 
 
    ½ part Frankincense 
 
    1/8 part Rosemary 
 
    1/8 part Bay Laurel 
 
    1/8 part Angelica 
 
    1/8 part Basil 
 
    To banish anything unwanted. 
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    Also available: 
 
    The Viking Wolf 
 
    Wolves of Valhalla #1 
 
    by J.R. Rain 
 
    and H.P. Mallory 
 
      
 
    (read on for a sample) 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    The War Of The Gods 
 
      
 
    There was a time, long ago, when the two pantheons of gods were at peace with one another. Then, the Aesir, comprised of the gods Odin, Thor and the goddess Frigg, and the Vanir, comprised of the god Njordr and the goddess Freya, had learned to accept one another.  
 
    In an attempt to maintain the peace, Freya came to Asgard, the home of the Aesir. The Aesir were taken by Freya’s magical powers and zealously sought her services. But soon they were overcome with selfish desires they sought to fulfill with Freya’s magic. Blaming Freya for their own shortcomings, the Aesir attempted to murder her. Three times they burned her, and three times she was reborn from the ashes. 
 
    Soon, the Aesir and Vanir came to hate and fear one another, and these hostilities threatened war. The Aesir fought by the rules of plain combat, with weapons and brute force, while the Vanir used magic. The Aesir, realizing their weakness against magic, decided to take the favorite of all Freya’s creations, the wolf, and interbreed it with man. In doing so, the Aesir created the ultimate warrior—a man-wolf shifter. But, they did not stop there. The Aesir encouraged immense strength and speed within this new magical breed of creature, and they encouraged it to fight with a sense of maniacal fury.  
 
    They created what they termed a berserker… 
 
    The Aesir trained these berserkers to seek out and destroy any who possessed magic, because those who did were considered the children of Freya, born with a magical seed that would one day blossom. The Aesir feared that all those possessing magic would rejoin Freya and act as her warriors, thus they wanted every last one of them destroyed. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Jovi 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was a bad idea coming to this run-down, hole-in-the-wall town in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    It didn’t even have any of that small-town charm. It was just small. When they depicted places like this in the movies, they always made these little towns seem quaint and homey. Like the kind of place you wished you could live in where everyone knew you and called you by your name, and kids rode bikes down the street, and no one worried about anything. 
 
    Well, that’s what it looked like in my head when I’d first heard the name, Marshall Heights. Now that I was actually here, though, I wanted nothing more than to get back to civilization. But I had to remind myself this was my new life; this was what was good for me. Or, at least that’s what I hoped would be the case. As it was, I didn’t know much about the place. All I did know was that I had this indescribable… need to come here.  
 
    That need had started about two or so weeks ago. I’d been checking my email, hoping for a response from one of the many jobs to which I’d sent a resume, when I’d noticed an email from an unknown sender. The title was ‘Marshall Heights’ and the content had been akin to a brochure about the little town. After reading the email, I’d promptly deleted it, but I hadn’t been able to escape thoughts about Marshall Heights. There was just this feeling inside me that I needed to… go there. 
 
    Such feelings aren’t rare for me—I tend to feel and know things I shouldn’t—some people call it being psychic, but I’m not sure I’d go that far. It’s not like I can read fortunes or find dead bodies in stalled police cases. It’s more like I’ve always had these little whispers in my head that tell me when to do or when not to do something.  
 
    So, here I was, having just turned twenty-seven, relocated to this tiny little town, even as I wondered how crazy I really was. I mean, I’d just up and left on a whim. On a feeling. Not that I had anything keeping me in Las Vegas. Nothing but an ex-husband and haunted dreams of a past love I’d never fully gotten over. 
 
    Now, I regarded the room around me with barely concealed distaste. It wasn’t a dirty room; everything in it just looked old and unfashionable. From the eyelet curtains to the shaggy carpet to the seventies-ish furniture, it looked like it was in need of a makeover and then some. At least none of it was mine. It was a furnished studio apartment on the far east end of town. I’d been renting it for the last week or so, and even though Marshall Heights was considerably less expensive than Las Vegas, I still couldn’t afford much. 
 
    I scratched my head as I spotted the dishes overflowing in the sink. As far as chores went, laundry was my favorite and dishes, my least. Of course, I had no one to blame but myself since it wasn’t like anyone was living with me. I had myself to blame for my own mess. But I let out a sigh anyway, as if someone would come hurrying to my rescue, as if someone would tell me what I already knew—that Jovi Billings should never have up and moved to a strange, little town for no reason at all. 
 
    No one came to my rescue, of course, but it was nice to imagine all the same. Maybe in another life. In my old life, someone would have… he would have. 
 
     I stood up abruptly as I realized I’d better get to work, otherwise my boss would fire me, and I couldn’t afford to lose this job. Not when it was the only one I’d been offered.  
 
    “Sorry, dishes,” I said to the pile. “But, you’ll have to wait until I get home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I smacked my bubblegum loudly as I snaked through the people littering the sidewalk, taking care not to come into contact with anyone. There had been enough times in my life when I’d inadvertently touched someone and I’d received an influx of feelings or images of their lives, when I’d felt and known things they’d never told me. That might not sound like such a bad experience, but when you aren’t expecting it, it can be jarring, to say the least.  
 
    My mouth curled up in a big smile as I spotted an old and arthritic-looking sheepdog who was wagging its tail at strangers who stopped to pet it. When the dog looked up at me, its tongue hanging out of its mouth as it panted, I stopped to pet it.  
 
    I looked at the happy creature and his eyes caught mine for a moment or two. They just seemed so knowledgeable, so human. 
 
    The time is coming, a woman’s voice suddenly announced in my head as soon as I touched the top of the dog’s head. Be vigilant. 
 
    Immediately, I dropped my hand as my heart almost leapt from my chest. It was a voice I’d never heard before, and certainly not my own inner and usually critical voice. Steeling myself and trying to regulate my heartrate and breathing, I left the dog and hurried down the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Jovi.” Sandy smiled. “How are you?” 
 
    “Good morning,” I offered as I gave her my best smile, even though I was still reeling about that voice I’d heard in my head, as well as the message.  
 
    What time was coming, and why I had to be vigilant, I had no idea.  
 
    So, just stop worrying about it, I told myself. Clearly, it’s one of those little snippets of information you pick up and it has nothing to do with anything. 
 
    “You good, honey?” Sandy continued. “You look a little rattled.” 
 
    A cursory scan of the salon revealed no clients had arrived yet. I walked to my station and unloaded my purse, taking off my jacket and my scarf. Even though it was springtime in Marshall Heights, the mornings were still chilly. “I’m good, but thanks, Sandy.” 
 
    Sandy gave me a reassuring smile as she walked over and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m really happy to have you here, Jovi.” 
 
    Sandy Hayes was one of the nicest people I’d ever met. And it just so happened that hers was the first job ad I’d answered. When she’d interviewed me for the position—hair stylist—she’d hired me on the spot, even though I hadn’t done hair in years. In over ten years, to be exact. Before I was married, I was a hairdresser, but then Gabriel had come into my life and he hadn’t wanted a wife who worked, so that was that.  
 
    With her big bangle earrings, her too-short bangs, her bright colors, and her new age beliefs, she was almost like a caricature of a person. Yet, I was so grateful to her. I was basically a blank slate, and Sandy had been nice enough to take me under her wing. 
 
    “There’s a customer comin’ in who needs a shampoo, rinse, and blow-dry; you think you could take care of it?” Sandy asked as the customer in question walked through the door, the little bell overhead going off. I nodded towards the middle-aged, overweight, and pockmarked woman who immediately smiled back at me.  
 
    “Annabelle, you mind if my new girl, Jovi, does you up this mornin’?” Sandy asked. Her accent almost sounded like she was from the south, but there was something not quite right about it.  
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” Annabelle answered and gave me a big smile. “You certainly are a pretty thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    I felt a blush creep over my cheeks and dropped my head a bit. I never had been good at taking compliments.  
 
    “Ain’t she just a beauty?” Sandy asked as she shook her head. “And that hair color is the real deal. No bleach there!” 
 
    “Is it?” Annabelle asked as they both admired my platinum blonde hair.  
 
    “And so is my lack of eyebrows,” I answered with a little laugh. “I have to pencil them in.” 
 
    Sandy laughed. “Well, you just thank your mama for giving you such a gorgeous face and figure, Miss Jovi!” 
 
    And on that subject, I would have loved to thank my mother if I knew who she was. It wasn’t that I was adopted (or maybe I had been?). I just suffered from a brain trauma that meant I couldn’t remember anything about my young and formative years. Anything prior to meeting Gabriel was nothing but a blur. As I understood it, I’d suffered some sort of fall and I’d hit my head fairly hard. Hard enough to wipe away any memory of who I was or where I’d come from.  
 
    “Right this way, please.” I gestured at Annabelle, and she followed me quietly to my chair. Once she sat down, I tilted her head back and began to methodically wash her hair with the no-name shampoo. At least it smelled good. 
 
    At the thought that the shampoo smelled good, I had to wonder at the turn my life had taken. Not even a year ago, I’d led a life of privilege, having other women wash my hair and do my nails and give me Brazilian bikini waxes. I’d lived a life of glitz, glam, parties, and titillating conversation. And, yet, I couldn’t say I missed any of it. No amount of money in the world was worth living beneath the boot of a man like Gabriel. 
 
    After I was done conditioning Annabelle’s hair, I towel-dried it and then bent over to plug in the blow dryer. I carefully smoothed out her hair and began to work it into something stylish, which was slow going considering the awful state her hair was in. 
 
    “There he goes again,” Sandy commented as she stared out the window, clearly studying someone. She tossed her orange hair behind her back as I caught sight of a large, older-model Ford F250 parking in front of the grocery store across the street from us. As I watched, the driver’s door opened, and he stepped out. 
 
    And everything within me stopped. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t move.  
 
    It was him.  
 
    Torsten. 
 
    Here.  
 
    “He is a mystery, that one,” Sandy continued, clearly unaware of the shock running through me. 
 
    How was it possible? How in the world had I ended up in this postage stamp of a town—the exact same town with Torsten Black? 
 
    And then I understood. It was my gift—my intuition or my subconscious mind, whatever you wanted to call it, had known Torsten was here. And that was exactly why I hadn’t been able to get Marshall Heights out of my mind. As to how or why I’d received the email in the first place? I didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
    I pretended I didn’t know who she was talking about, but of course I knew.  
 
    “Who?” I feigned indifference as I swiveled the chair around so it was facing one of the three mirrors on the wall. Annabelle admired her reflection as I wondered if we were looking at the same reflection. It sort of looked like she’d stuck her finger into a socket, but she smiled appreciatively, so I figured I’d done a good enough job. 
 
    “Torsten Black,” Sandy answered, matter-of-factly. “Marshall Heights’ very own mountain man.” She sighed, like he was some misunderstood superhero. “Coming down off the mountain to do his grocery shopping and banking just like he does twice a month.” 
 
    “Does he ever… come in here?” I asked, suddenly nervous he might. The last thing I needed was for him to see me. I wasn’t ready for that yet. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready. I mean, how in the world was I going to explain to him how I’d ended up here? Would he think I’d followed him or that I was stalking him?  
 
    Sandy looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Him? Come in here? Not on your life. A man like Torsten Black wouldn’t go to a woman’s salon for a haircut if I paid him!” 
 
    Thank God.  
 
    At the point Torsten did realize I was here, I wasn’t even sure how he’d react. Things hadn’t exactly ended badly between us—they’d just ended. With no explanation. One day he’d been there and the next day, he hadn’t. And I’d had too much time to ask myself why. Too much time to try to figure out what had happened, but I’d always come up with a blank. All I did know was that from what I could see, Torsten Black hadn’t changed very much. And ‘Mountain Man’ was a good term for him. He was as rough and untamable as a mountain. That was the sort of man Torsten was, he was something to be reckoned with.  
 
    A force of nature. 
 
      
 
    The Viking Wolf 
 
    is available at: 
 
    Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Paperback 
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    Also available: 
 
    Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble 
 
    Underworld #1 
 
    by H.P. Mallory 
 
      
 
    (read on for a sample) 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    It’s not every day you see a ghost. 
 
    On this particular day, I’d been minding my own business, tidying up the shop for the night while listening to Girls Just Wanna Have Fun (guilty as charged). It was late—maybe 9:00 p.m. A light bulb had burnt out in my tarot reading room a few days ago, and I still hadn’t changed it. I have a tendency to overlook the menial details of life. Now, a small red bulb fought against the otherwise pitch darkness of the room, lending it a certain macabre feel. 
 
    In search of a replacement bulb, I attempted to sort through my “if it doesn’t have a home, put it in here” box when I heard the front door open. Odd—I could’ve sworn I’d locked it. 
 
    “We’re closed,” I yelled. 
 
    I didn’t hear the door closing, so I put Cyndi Lauper on mute and strolled out to inquire. The streetlamps reflected through the shop windows, the glare so intense, I had to remind myself they were just lights and not some alien spacecraft come to whisk me away. 
 
    The room was empty. 
 
    Considering the possibility that someone might be hiding, I swallowed the dread climbing up my throat. Glancing around, I searched for something to protect myself with in case said breaker-and-enterer decided to attack. My eyes rested on a solitary broom standing in the corner of the Spartan room. The broom was maybe two steps from me. That might not sound like much, but my fear had me by the ankles and wouldn’t let go. 
 
    Jolie, get the damned broom. 
 
    Thank God for that little internal voice of sensibility that always seems to visit at just the right time. 
 
    Freeing my feet from the fear tar, I grabbed the broom and neared my desk. It was a good place for someone to hide—well, really, the only place to hide. When it comes to furnishings, I’m a minimalist. 
 
    I jammed the broom under the desk and swept vigorously. 
 
    Nothing. The hairs on my neck stood to attention as a shiver of unease coursed through me. I couldn’t shake the feeling and after deciding no one was in the room, I persuaded myself it must’ve been kids. But kids or not, I would’ve heard the door close. 
 
    I didn’t discard the broom. 
 
    Like a breath from the arctic, a chill crept up the back of my neck. 
 
    I glanced up and there he was, floating a foot or so above me. Stunned, I took a step back, my heart beating like a frantic bird in a small cage. 
 
    “Holy crap.” 
 
    The ghost drifted toward me until he and I were eye level. My mind was such a muddle, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to run or bat at him with the broom. Fear cemented me in place, and I did neither, just stood gaping at him. 
 
    Thinking the Mexican standoff couldn’t last forever, I replayed every fact I’d ever learned about ghosts: they have unfinished business, they’re stuck on a different plane of existence, they’re here to tell us something, and most importantly, they’re just energy. 
 
    Energy couldn’t hurt me. 
 
    My heartbeat started regulating, and I returned my gaze to the ectoplasm before me. There was no emotion on his face; he just watched me as if waiting for me to come to my senses. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, thinking how stupid I sounded—treating him like every Tom, Dick, or Harry who ventured through my door. Then I felt stupid that I felt stupid—what was wrong with greeting a ghost? Even the dead deserve standard propriety. 
 
    He wavered a bit, as if someone had turned a blow dryer on him, but didn’t say anything. He was young, maybe in his twenties. His double-breasted suit looked like it was right out of The Untouchables, from the 1930s if I had to guess. 
 
    His hair was on the blond side, sort of an ash blond. It was hard to tell because he was standing, er floating, in front of a wooden door that showed through him. Wooden door or not, his face was broad and he had a crooked nose—maybe it’d been broken in a fight. He was a good-looking ghost as ghosts go. 
 
    “Can you speak?” I asked, still in disbelief that I was attempting to converse with the dead. Well, I’d never thought I could, and I guess the day had come to prove me wrong. Still he said nothing, so I decided to continue my line of questioning. 
 
    “Do you have a message from someone?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    His voice sounded like someone talking underwater. 
 
    Hmm. Well, I imagined he wasn’t here to get his future told—seeing as how he didn’t have a future. Maybe he was passing through? Going toward the light? Come to haunt my shop? 
 
    “Are you on your way somewhere?” I had so many questions for this spirit but didn’t know where to start, so all the stupid ones came out first. 
 
    “I was sent here,” he managed, and in his ghostly way, I think he smiled. Yeah, not a bad looking ghost. 
 
    “Who sent you?” It seemed the logical thing to ask. 
 
    He said nothing and like that, vanished, leaving me to wonder if I’d had something bad to eat at lunch. 
 
    Indigestion can be a bitch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So no more encounters?” Christa, my best friend and only employee, asked while leaning against the desk in our front office. 
 
    I shook my head and pooled into a chair by the door. “Maybe if you hadn’t left early to go on your date, I wouldn’t have had a visit at all.” 
 
    “Well, one of us needs to be dating,” she said, knowing full well I hadn’t had any dates for the past six months. An image of my last date fell into my head like a bomb. Let’s just say I’d never try the Internet dating route again. It wasn’t that the guy had been bad looking—he’d looked like his photo, but what I hadn’t been betting on was that he’d get wasted and proceed to tell me how he was separated from his wife and had three kids. Not even divorced! Yeah, that hadn’t been on his match.com profile. 
 
    “Let’s not get into this again …” 
 
    “Jolie, you need to get out. You’re almost thirty …” 
 
    “Two years from it, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Whatever … you’re going to end up old and alone. You’re way too pretty, and you have such a great personality, you can’t end up like that. Don’t let one bad date ruin it.” Her voice reached a crescendo. Christa has a tendency towards the dramatic. 
 
    “I’ve had a string of bad dates, Chris.” I didn’t know what else to say—I was terminally single. It came down to the fact that I’d rather spend time with my cat or Christa rather than face another stream of losers. 
 
    As for being attractive, Christa insisted I was pretty, but I wasn’t convinced. It’s one thing when your best friend says you’re pretty, but it’s entirely different when a man says it. 
 
    And I couldn’t remember the last time a man had said it. 
 
    I caught my reflection in the glass of the desk and studied myself while Christa rambled on about all the reasons I should be dating. I supposed my face was pleasant enough—a pert nose, cornflower blue eyes and plump lips. A spattering of freckles across the bridge of my nose interrupts an otherwise pale landscape of skin, and my shoulder length blond hair always finds itself drawn into a ponytail. 
 
    Head-turning doubtful, girl-next-door probable. 
 
    As for Christa, she doesn’t look like me at all. For one thing, she’s pretty tall and leggy, about five-eight, and four inches taller than I am. She has dark hair the color of mahogany, green eyes, and pinkish cheeks. She’s classically pretty—like cameo pretty. She’s rail skinny and has no boobs. I have a tendency to gain weight if I eat too much, I have a definite butt, and the twins are pretty ample as well. Maybe that made me sound like I’m fat—I’m not fat, but I could stand to lose five pounds. 
 
    “Are you even listening to me?” Christa asked. 
 
    Shaking my head, I entered the reading room, thinking I’d left my glasses there. 
 
    I heard the door open. 
 
    “Well, hello to you,” Christa said in a high-pitched, sickening-sweet and non-Christa voice. 
 
    “Afternoon.” The deep timbre of his voice echoed through the room, my ears mistaking his baritone for music. 
 
    “I’m here for a reading, but I don’t have an appointment ...” 
 
    “Oh, that’s cool,” Christa interrupted and from the saccharin tone of her voice, it was pretty apparent this guy had to be eye candy. 
 
    Giving up on finding my reading glasses, I headed out in order to introduce myself to our stranger. Upon seeing him, I couldn’t contain the gasp that escaped my throat. It wasn’t his Greek God, Sean-Connery-would-be-envious good looks that grabbed me first or his considerable height. 
 
    It was his aura. 
 
    I’ve been able to see auras since before I can remember, but I’d never seen anything like his. It radiated out of him as if it had a life of its own and the color! Usually auras are pinkish or violet in healthy people, yellowish or orange in those unhealthy. His was the most vibrant blue I’ve ever seen—the color of the sky after a storm when the sun’s rays bask everything in glory. 
 
    It emanated out of him like electricity. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Jolie,” I said, remembering myself. 
 
    “How do you do?” And to make me drool even more than I already was, he had an accent, a British one. Ergh. 
 
    I glanced at Christa as I invited him into the reading room. Her mouth dropped open like a fish. 
 
    My sentiments exactly. 
 
    His navy blue sweater stretched to its capacity while attempting to span a pair of broad shoulders and a wide chest. The broad shoulders and spacious chest in question tapered to a trim waist and finished in a finale of long legs. The white shirt peeking from underneath his sweater contrasted against his tanned complexion and made me consider my own fair skin with dismay. 
 
    The stillness of the room did nothing to allay my nerves. I took a seat, shuffled the tarot cards, and handed him the deck. “Please choose five cards and lay them face up on the table.” 
 
    He took a seat across from me, stretching his legs and rested his hands on his thighs. I chanced a look at him and took in his chocolate hair and darker eyes. His face was angular, and his Roman nose lent him a certain Paul Newman-esque quality. The beginnings of shadow did nothing to hide the definite cleft in his strong chin. 
 
    He didn’t take the cards and instead, just smiled, revealing pearly whites and a set of grade A dimples. 
 
    “You did come for a reading?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded and covered my hand with his own. What felt like lightning ricocheted up my arm, and I swear my heart stopped for a second. The lone red bulb blinked a few times then continued to grow brighter until I thought it might explode. My gaze moved from his hand, up his arm and settled on his dark brown eyes. With the red light reflecting against him, he looked like the devil come to barter for my soul. 
 
    “I came for a reading, yes, but not with the cards. I’d like you to read … me.” His rumbling baritone was hypnotic, and I fought the need to pull my hand from his warm grip. 
 
    I set the stack of cards aside, focusing on him again. I was so nervous I doubted if any of my visions would come. They were about as reliable as the weather anchors you see on TV. 
 
    After several long uncomfortable moments, I gave up. “I can’t read you, I’m sorry,” I said, my voice breaking. I shifted the eucalyptus-scented incense I’d lit to the farthest corner of the table, and waved my hands in front of my face, dispersing the smoke that seemed intent on wafting directly into my eyes. It swirled and danced in the air, as if indifferent to the fact that I couldn’t help this stranger. 
 
    He removed his hand but stayed seated. I thought he’d leave, but he made no motion to do anything of the sort. 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    Take my time? I was a nervous wreck and had no visions whatsoever. I just wanted this handsome stranger to leave, so my habitual life could return to normal. 
 
    But it appeared that was not in the cards. 
 
    The silence pounded against the walls, echoing the pulse of blood in my veins. Still, my companion said nothing. I’d had enough. “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    He smiled again. “What do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    Adonis. 
 
    No, I couldn’t say that. Maybe he’d like to hear about his aura? I didn’t have any other cards up my sleeve ... “I can see your aura,” I almost whispered, fearing his ridicule. 
 
    His brows drew together. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “It isn’t like anyone’s I’ve ever seen before. It’s bright blue, and it flares out of you … almost like electricity.” 
 
    His smile disappeared, and he leaned forward. “Can you see everyone’s auras?” 
 
    The incense dared to assault my eyes again, so I put it out and dumped it in the trashcan. 
 
    “Yes. Most people have much fainter glows to them—more often than not in the pink or orange family. I’ve never seen blue.” 
 
    He chewed on that for a moment. “What do you suppose it is you’re looking at—someone’s soul?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know. I do know, though, if someone’s ailing, I can see it. Their aura goes a bit yellow.” He nodded, and I added, “You’re healthy.” 
 
    He laughed, and I felt silly for saying it. He stood up, his imposing height making me feel all of three inches tall. Not enjoying the feel of him staring down at me, I stood and watched him pull out his wallet. I guess he’d heard enough and thought I was full of it. He set a one hundred dollar bill on the table in front of me. My hourly rate was fifty dollars, and we’d been maybe twenty minutes. 
 
    “I’d like to come see you for the next three Tuesdays at 4:00 p.m. Please don’t schedule anyone after me. I’ll compensate you for the entire afternoon.” 
 
    I was shocked—what in the world would he want to come back for? 
 
    “Jolie, it was a pleasure meeting you, and I look forward to our next session.” He turned to walk out of the room when I remembered myself. 
 
    “Wait, what name should I put in the appointment book?” 
 
    He turned and faced me. “Rand.” 
 
    Then he walked out of the shop. 
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