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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   The day we left Chicago was the day I became homeless. 
 
   Might as well have been sentenced as a vagabond. 
 
   Chicago had been my home during my entire life up until this past spring. But, as the school year ended, my family decided it was time to move on. So, we left our home in Wheaton, a quiet suburb of Chicago, to find someplace new. Someplace even less exciting than Wheaton, believe it or not. Someplace… down south?
 
   Are you frigging kidding me?!
 
   Maybe if it had been Nashville or Atlanta, or even Louisville, I could’ve coped with the move in terms of some comparability to what I’d lost. But Dad and Mom insisted on moving to some place far off the beaten path. Deep in the sticks. A place where they could chill out, lay low, and where my sister and I could experience a “different pace of life.” 
 
   Seriously, they said that.
 
   Such a load of crap would be more apropos for my grandparents, who would soon join us in this insane venture below the Mason-Dixon line…. 
 
   It was a move founded in desperation. To get away from the past. Our unfortunate, and deeply regrettable, past.
 
   But you know what they say about trying to run away from one’s problems, right?
 
   Yeah, well, there will be more about that in the coming pages of whatever this thing should be called. A diary or a journal? A book, perhaps? I like the sound of ‘journal’ best, since I can write as much or as little as I please, and be as detailed as I want or don’t want to be…. So, that’s what I’ll call it. My journal about the good, the bad, and the absolutely absurd shit that has visited me and my family in a place called Denmark, Tennessee. You should picture the twang to go with that, Chicago deep-dish style.
 
   My name is Sebastian. Sebastian Radu, and my family and close friends call me ‘Bas’. I come from a proud Romanian family that has resided in the United States since 1801. We were New Yorkers in those days, or immigrants who pretended to be New Yorkers, doing their best to fit in with every other European embracing what was, at that time, a land of incredible opportunity. Maybe it’s a little corny. It certainly was easier to make a life and name for oneself back then. 
 
   But if you want a history lesson, my parents and grandparents are the ones to ask about that. As for Alisia, my younger sister, and me, we’ve always preferred to focus more on the present. We have our reasons, as you will soon learn.
 
   We left the day after my graduation. May 22nd. My parents wanted to make this sort of a farewell/family vacation/graduation road trip. But all I wanted to do was get to wherever we were going, so I could begin my internment without the fanfare.
 
   “Hey, at least you don’t have to go to school anymore,” Alisia told me, as we finished loading up the Escalade with the last of our stuff deemed too sacred to transport in the moving van that had already departed for Tennessee. “I’ve still got, like, forever before I graduate.”
 
   I almost felt sorry for her. But schooling for a Radu had never been an easy, or traditional, thing.
 
   “Let’s go kids!” 
 
   Dad and Mom stood by the SUV. They gazed at our old cape cod longingly, maybe enduring a moment of nostalgia while looking back on the deserted house. Our home, now abandoned and left to die. But despite my sister and I remaining glum after piling into the back seat, once we merged onto Highway 41 and headed south to Dixie, our parents seemed relieved. Running from a death threat can even bring a level of euphoria, I’m told. But we had never run from our troubles before.
 
   In the meantime, while they seemed to exhale all their fears and worries from decades of uncertainty, I felt like heavy iron bonds and chains had been applied to my wrists and ankles. Even around my neck. Like a free man returned to the old south as a fugitive runaway. It didn’t seem to be as bad for Alisia, though she was far from experiencing the falling confetti and balloons going on in the front seat.
 
   Dad said the trip would take less than nine hours to reach our destination—and less than eight if we drove straight through without stopping for lunch and/or dinner. But the drive seemed longer. Much longer. I ignored most of the scenery my mother pointed out, which honestly didn’t get interesting until we neared the Kentucky border. The hills got bigger and were covered with trees for miles on end. It inspired a nasal rendition of “Dueling Banjos” from the movie Deliverance, bringing an abrupt end to Mom’s efforts as our tour guide. But, hell, at least I got a giggle from my sis.
 
   “Quit acting like an insolent ass.” My father pulled me aside, after we stopped for a bite in Murray, Kentucky. “You’re making this much harder than it needs to be, son.”
 
   He regarded me wearily, and annoyance fueled his hazel irises to a brighter shade. Maybe the exodus south wasn’t easy on him either. Maybe he saw a younger version of himself, when he and Mom were forced to leave New York with my grandparents long ago. His face was the same one passed down for generations, or so I’ve been told, with only slight alterations. Nearly all of the Radu males in our clan have sleek pilgrim noses, thick dark hair, and some variation of green eyes—hazel or emerald. 
 
   My mother’s blue eyes and blonde hair have tainted that pattern slightly; giving Alisia blonde hair and both of us blue eyes. My sister’s features are softer than what Mom calls the ‘rugged Romanian comeliness of the Radu’. But everyone else, aside from Mom and Grandma, carries our traditional family traits. 
 
   I see myself as sort of a Kerouac beatnik figure, taller than most of my clan at six-foot four with a lanky build, shoulder length hair and often hiding my eyes behind a pair of dark Ray-Bans. Since my father sees it as supremely disrespectful to wear sunglasses when being chastised by him, I pulled them down until he finished.
 
   “I’m not happy about the move, Dad,” I said. “Not at all.”
 
   He regarded me a moment longer and sighed.
 
   “If not for me, can you tone it down for your mother?” He grasped my shoulder, and though it was done affectionately, the strength of his grip prevailed most. An effort to coerce a truce? “It will make the transition easier.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “See that you do.”
 
   So I tried. It was easy enough during dinner, since my raging hunger being satisfied brought a moment of contentment. I fought to hold on to that feeling as we resumed our trip south. After Murray, we soon reached a very small town called Hazel, Kentucky, where my mother and sister remarked favorably about the prospects of antiquing. Both sides of the road were lined with stores specializing in the merchandise of yesteryear. In fact, the stores seemed to be all that existed of Hazel, other than a restaurant or two, and a filling station. 
 
   Dad seemed pretty intrigued about returning to the little antique-hoarding town, too. As for me, I had never cared much for trinkets from bygone eras. Only the bigger items, like the stately and ostentatious furniture of the Victorian age. Something I grew up with.
 
    “Can we come here again, like, maybe tomorrow?” Alisia asked, causing me to whip my head in her direction. She whispered, “Sorry!” when I eyed her accusingly. This wasn’t the agreed upon plan between us, and she was making things too easy on our parents.
 
   “Sure, sweetie,” said Mom, sounding quite pleased to have one kid wavering toward the dark side. “I’d love that.”
 
   I had officially been betrayed. This royally sucks! 
 
   Left to continue my protest alone, I scarcely noticed we had crossed the Tennessee border, less than a minute beyond Hazel. After moving through another small town on the Tennessee side, we reached the outskirts of Denmark.
 
   “I know how you both detest long road trips,” Dad said. “But, at least you got to see the same scenery your mom and I enjoyed when we came down here to close on the house last week. Southern Kentucky and Tennessee are certainly as beautiful as advertised.” 
 
   “We didn’t get to see Kentucky Lake, despite your promise, Dad,” I said, determined to keep the conversation objective. “An aerial view would’ve been better for that. Much better, in fact.”
 
   Another glint of annoyance flashed in his eyes as he regarded me through the rearview mirror. Surely he knew what I was getting at. He looked away to view the road ahead and to exchange a loving glance with Mom, whose irritation I could almost feel the warmth from, radiating toward me through the back of her seat. Though I couldn’t see her expression, I could clearly picture it. The fire in Dad’s eyes was usually nothing compared to her sapphire flames, whenever she’s had enough of either Alisia’s or my sassiness.
 
   Alisia grinned at me, mouthing “Way to go!” 
 
   “It’s located to the east of us, son,” Mom advised, releasing a low sigh that extinguished much of her ire. “But what you’re getting at, we discussed thoroughly last night. Remember? We can no longer afford to be frequent flyers. It’s important to fit in with the people of Denmark as much as possible. And, once we get settled, your father and I have discussed purchasing a nice boat for the lake. There is much to do there in the way of fun, from what our real estate agent told us. The lake is enormous.”
 
   “The largest manmade lake in North America and the second largest in the world.” Dad sounded impressed. “The fishing is supposed to be comparable, if not better, than Lake Michigan.”
 
   “Oh, really?” 
 
   Not that I expected him to expound further, since we had reached Denmark’s city limits. At least I assumed so, judging from the huge frog smiling at us from the side of the road. A frog wearing a cowboy hat, no less. That, and a big neon “Welcome to Denmark” above the frog sign. 
 
   “Yes, it’s true, Bas,” said Dad, resuming our conversation. “As you can see, we’re here.”
 
   At first, ‘here’ looked like any other small town we had seen since reaching southern Illinois. A few salvage yards and building supply companies, an auto repair shop, and a drive thru ATM for the First Bank of Denmark. Next came a bar-b-que pit, a run down Mexican restaurant, and at least five beauty shops lining both sides of the road—three of them situated between a Farm Bureau insurance agent, Edward Jones Investments, and the offices of the local Denmark Gazette.
 
   “Well, at least the square looks pretty cool,” said Alisia, drifting further from our alliance as we came upon Denmark’s version of downtown. The place that Dad claimed they held the ‘World’s Biggest Frog Leg Fry’ every spring. Thank God April’s already behind us! “Hey, Mom, look—there’s a fashion boutique!”
 
   She pointed to a quaint shop sitting next to what I assumed was the town’s lone Chinese restaurant, “The Sanchuan Dragon”. The restaurant was framed in red lattice with a gold-leafed dragon straight out of San Fran’s China Town.
 
   “Much of the architecture has been restored to what the square looked like shortly after the Civil War ended,” Dad told me, when Mom joined Alisia’s fixation with the discovery of new places to explore and shop. “The courthouse sitting in the middle is the oldest building to survive a pre-Civil War fire, and was expanded to its current size during the last railroad boom around 1890….”
 
   Admittedly, he lost me after that. My attention, and soon my sister’s, was drawn to an old white guy making a political statement along the walkway in front of the courthouse.
 
   “This place is loaded with history… interesting history at that,” said Dad. It appeared he noticed my fixation with the old man parading back and forth like a proud peacock.
 
   “We had plenty of interesting history back home,” I told him, glumly.
 
   “This might be home for awhile, son,” he advised, this time not bothering to look at me in the rearview mirror. Instead, he appeared anxious for the light to change and for the slowpoke in front of us to get out of the way, so my father could turn right onto a narrow two lane street taking us away from the blip of downtown. “You should try to make the best of it.”
 
   He’s really in a hurry to get someplace…. The new house?
 
   “Yeah, well we’ll have to see about that,” I said, pleased when my comment drew a glance from him.
 
   “Give it time…. Who knows? You might like it here,” said Mom, craning her neck toward me. “And, if you don’t, well, you might get your wish for us to try something else out west. Just depends.”
 
   “On what?” Alisia stifled a laugh. “On the guy over there wearing the sandwich board that says ‘White Rights’?”
 
   She pointed to the old white guy who had stopped to shout at passing motorists, more like an angry rooster now. It seemed that everyone within striking distance either ignored him or got out of his way. Even the blacks ignored him, as if they had seen his tired routine for so long his racial hatred had become invisible.
 
   “Oh,” said our father, pausing to watch the man for a moment, before turning onto the road that would take us away from the spectacle. “I guess not everyone has moved past Jim Crow.”
 
   “No, not everyone…. But, we knew things would be a little different than up north,” said Mom. “And the people we met while purchasing the house were quite nice. I liked their smiles.”
 
   I couldn’t help snickering. “Are you serious? You decided to move us out of the hometown we grew up in because you liked these people’s smiles?”
 
   A middle-aged African-American man crossed the road ahead of us, jaywalking. Dad politely waited for him to cross, and the man shuffled slowly, delivering a hard stare at the Escalade and its passengers.
 
   “Good thing that guy’s not a wand carrier, huh?”
 
   “Yes, Bas, it is indeed fortunate,” Dad replied, glancing in the mirror again. He let out a slight chuckle. “Actually, that guy’s expression is similar to your typical Chicagoan, if you think about it. I’m sure you’ll find plenty of others like him down here, too…. But, as for the comment to your mom, what have you got against warm and friendly people?”
 
   “Nothing, Just thought it was funny, is all.”
 
   We were on the way down Woodard Street, which kind of reminded me of parts of Wheaton and other suburbs like Elmhurst. Lots of ‘four square’ and ‘craftsman’ homes on either side. Although, just like in many Chicago neighborhoods, one could easily detect an imaginary line that separated the ‘haves’ on the one side of the street from the less-fortunate residents on the other. In this case, the homes on the south side were in much worse shape than those on the north side of Woodard.
 
   “We met a couple of families in the neighborhood who moved here from Wisconsin, to get away from the cold. They seemed nice, too,” said Mom.
 
   “Anyway, why don’t you kids check out the homes up this way?” Dad had just turned right, onto a narrower street called Chaffin’s Bend. “You might see a thing or two that’ll catch your eye.”
 
   Although signs remained of a nearby ‘hood’ lurking just a few blocks away, the trip up to the top of what Dad called ‘Depot Hill’ was more like a trip through deeper layers of Denmark’s storied history. Of course, none of us fully understood the area’s significance to the city at the time, other than the fact we came upon several grand Victorian homes that mom called ‘painted ladies’ based on pink, purple, and green color schemes from the post-Civil War reconstruction period.
 
   It wasn’t enough to elicit ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ as our parents might’ve hoped for, since these weren’t homes to rival the massive opulence of Chico Town’s Highland Park area. But, I’ll admit these elaborate 1880s homes stood out sharply compared to the more modest homes we had seen. As I alluded to earlier, I’ve always been drawn to Victorian architecture, either here or in England.
 
   “So, you like?” asked Mom, grinning at our approving nods.
 
   “It’s kinda cool… interesting in a different way,” said Alisia.
 
   “I’m with Alisia on that,” I said, reluctantly giving ground in the tug-o-war for leverage to ensure our stay in Denmark was short and sweet. I intended to go heavy on the ‘short’ aspect. “I think I just spotted a couple of crack dealers back there in an alley, and….”
 
   “And what?” asked Alisia, when I didn’t finish. She followed my gaze and gasped.
 
   Rising like a mini Mount Olympus on the corner of Chaffin’s Bend and Old Dominion Road stood a stately plantation house. Sheltered by majestic trees that were surely as old as it, and the grounds decorated with old statues and park-like gardens, the house looked like it belonged in some classic movie. Not that we hadn’t seen more lavish residences in Chicago—including the aforementioned Highland Park villas and mansions. But, to see this antebellum edifice in the middle of an area that was surrounded by near slum-like conditions just a few blocks away was… well unsettling, to be honest.
 
   Regardless, I had to recover from such an unfavorable reaction… and, quickly.
 
   “Uhhh… what’s a nice place like that doing in a run-down area?”
 
   Not exactly what I wanted to say, but effective enough to allow a retreat and regroup before going on the offensive again.
 
   “The area is in transition—not run down,” said Dad, irritated. I began to wonder if he and Mom had picked one of the more modest houses on either Old Dominion or further down Chaffin’s Bend. That would allow us to abide by ‘The Code’. “Yes, the area needs work, but, this part of town was once the high-society area of Denmark. This house is called ‘Twin Magnolias’ for the majestic trees on either side of the house facing out toward Old Dominion. It once belonged to a wealthy US Senator and Confederate general, Jeremiah Atwater, who was largely responsible for the development and prosperity of Denmark. So, the older folks call it the ‘Old Atwater Place’. The house once sat on over 40 acres of land. The other Victorian homes were added later, as part of a ritzy neighborhood built around this wonderful home at the turn of the twentieth century.”
 
   “It looks like Tara from Gone With The Wind,” said Alisia, reverently.
 
   True. It did look a lot like Tara.
 
   “It’s not near as big as Tara, Alisia,” said Mom, smiling broadly in response to our reactions. It did make it harder to be as disdainful of Denmark. “It was built in 1854, and remained a farm until 1904, when the land was divided up and sold to build the other houses around it that are almost as big.”
 
   “Mini mansions?” I asked, determined to whittle away the magic.
 
   “Yes… in a way. They were considered mansions back in the day, but now a 4500 square foot home is just a big house,” said Dad. “But this place still has two acres of the original lot, and a servants’ cottage and barn still remain as well.”
 
   “How come you two know so much about this place?” asked Alisia. “I assume our new digs will be around here someplace, right?”
 
   I had been scouting the area for the big blue semi carrying our shit from Wheaton. But couldn’t see it anywhere.
 
   “I love history, remember? Once taught it at the University of Chicago… long ago,” said Dad. I had forgotten about that, and surely my sister had, too. Though she was probably too young to remember, if I had the dates of Dad’s tenure right.
 
   Our SUV coasted through the intersection, and moved further down Chaffin’s Bend. A fairly nice bungalow to the left enjoyed a great view of the grand house. And, as the Escalade continued to creep along, I figured this must be our new house… or was it the bigger four-square next to it? Both needed a little work, but our old cape cod was in worse shape when we purchased it. Either house would fit “The Code”, as defined by our extended family, albeit cars and trucks were parked on the street in front of each one.
 
   But Dad kept driving, and my heart sank as the next houses needed serious work. One was leaning and looked like a solid gust would blow it over.
 
   Please dear God, don’t let it be….
 
   I began to scheme about getting the hell out of Denmark by the next morning, sans my sis and parents if necessary. But then Dad pulled into the long gravel drive that led up to the grand old house my sister and I had embarrassingly fawned over. I figured he’d find a place to turn around and exit the property. Until we moved past the barn and I saw the blue semi. We didn’t stop until we were parked next to it, near the rear of the house.
 
   “Mom? Dad? … Does this mean what I think it does?” asked Alisia, her voice hushed. 
 
   “Hmmm,” Dad replied, smugly. “If by that, you’re asking ‘will we be living here?’, the answer is… yes.”
 
   My sister squealed in delight, and reached into the front seat to hug our parents… while I looked on in horror. No, check that. I was absolutely mortified.
 
   So much for being ‘deep in the sticks’, and laying low.
 
   “What about The Code?!” I practically yelled, causing my sister to jump in surprise, while my parents regarded me as if I had sprouted a third eye in my forehead. “A place like this has got to cost a million bucks or more, and we’re not supposed to spend that kind of money! We’re gonna be in serious trouble! …Right?”
 
   “Wrong,” said Dad, compassionately. Though this had to be a sweet moment for him, as he made no effort to diminish the smirk he wore. “We won’t be hearing from the Elders in Europe, if that’s what you’re worried about, son. In fact, they already know about this place. And, because Denmark unfortunately is in an economically depressed area, we paid half of what our previous house cost fifteen years ago.”
 
   “Are you shitting me?”
 
   “Watch your tone and word choice, Bas…. But, yes, I am being completely honest with you.” He looked at Mom before continuing. She gave him an approving nod before offering a forgiving smile to me. “We couldn’t have bought a two bedroom bungalow anywhere in Chicago for what this place cost.”
 
   “So, you own it?”
 
   “Yes… we own it.”
 
   It would take time for that notion to settle in, as I still felt homeless in my heart. One can’t just shift gears and forget an investment of time and memories—and I had quite a few from both our old house and Wheaton itself, as well as the rest of Chicago. But for now I could pretend to be a guest in this grand old house. Being the proud owners of a frigging, Cat-Daddy, plantation house was pretty damned cool. Just wished it was in upstate Illinois.
 
   Maybe the idea of residing in a quaint southern town would grow on me. Hell, at least it was far away from our enemies—the family determined to wipe us clean from the face of the earth. Maybe they’d never find us here….
 
   We exited the SUV to climb a flight of wooden steps to the immense back porch that encircled much of the house. Alisia was the last one to join us, and had purposely left her car door open, grinning wickedly as she wiggled her right forefinger behind her to close it.
 
   “Not here… remember?”
 
   Mom’s elation faded slightly from her hissed admonishment. The Escalade’s door was already closing, but my sister lowered her hand and it stopped. She walked back down the steps to the vehicle and closed the door like normal people would do. As people are wont to do anywhere else in America… north or south.
 
   People blissfully ignorant of magic, and a deadly war on the horizon.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   I suppose this is a good place in my story to mention a few very important details before moving forward. 
 
   The reference to magic and a coming war are certainly dead giveaways that we are not your typical suburban family seeking a new start in Small Town USA. My parents would appear like anyone else in their late thirties, and Alisia looks and acts like most sixteen-year-olds. As for me, I sometimes act like the eighteen-year-old kid that fits my physical appearance. 
 
   My affinity for the Victorian era might stem from the fact I was born in Paris, during a bitterly cold November in 1889. Yes, the very year the Eiffel Tower was erected as the entrance arch to the World’s Fair. 
 
   Bet that got you.
 
   So, if you were thinking this was a story about slightly agitated parents moving their beleaguered kids and belongings to get away from big city life, in favor of the stereotypically simpler lifestyle in a quaint little town in the rural south, then this is where you should get off. Get off this train and go find that more typical American drama. Otherwise, get ready to hold on to your seats as we move on in this chronicle. The shit, as they say, is coming... from our enemies and by virtue of whom and what we are.
 
   Since much of what follows after this chapter in my journal is pretty far out there for most people, it seems appropriate to share some of my family’s history first. Especially, the history that impacts the here and now for us in Denmark; as well as the reasons why we have moved five hundred miles to start a brand new life.
 
    I was born after my father and mother had fled America to return to Romania. Ironically, my birth while my parents were stranded in Paris became the catalyst for their decision to return to the United States. To return, and take up the fight against the Mateis—a rival family of warlocks and witches who once held close kinship to my family. A tragic event in 1877 crushed our two families’ friendship, and destroyed all alliances beyond repair. Alliances that were in some parts of the world over one thousand years old.
 
   I will detail that tragedy in due time.
 
   But first, let me start with a fuller introduction to my immediate family. My sister, Alisia, is the only one—other than two of my cousins—to be born in this country. Not only is she native to the red, white, and blue, but she also hails from the town we just left: Wheaton, Illinois. Born in April, 1928, she just celebrated her eighty-sixth birthday.
 
   Yet, she looks barely old enough to request a ‘learner’s permit’. Considering that the rest of us are much older than her, and in some cases look hundreds of years younger, one might say we, and those like us, hold exclusive rights to the legendary fountain of youth. No, we are not fully immortal, though it is difficult to kill a warlock or witch consecrated by naștere la întuneric, or birth to darkness, as it is translated from Romanian to English.
 
   Although I preceded my sister’s arrival on this planet by almost forty years, as the aging process is very slow per the ceremony I just mentioned, I hadn’t reached adolescence yet. So, like Alisia, my formative years were spent in Chicago at first, and in Wheaton from shortly before her birth. Our family resided in three different homes during our ninety-year stay in America’s Christian Mecca, and each residence met the rigorous standards of ‘The Code’ mentioned earlier. By the Roaring Twenties, our line of the Radus had amassed a significant fortune that has since been distributed among a myriad of investments overseen by my father and grandfather. Enough to live lavishly for centuries, it will never happen. Yes, it often sucks, but Blending in Modestly has been the mandate protecting our clan for these many centuries. Temptations to stray are handled harshly. Many of our less scrupulous brethren have paid a steep price for such foolishness, and sometimes it has been with their very lives if they try to live like kings and queens.
 
   I will leave Wheaton alone for now, with a brief mention of a fond memory of Grandpa and me flying up to the famed college’s chapel bell tower last fall, and re-hanging the bell upside down. It caused quite a stir among the students and staff, from what we understand, given the location of the bell and the enormous weight involved. Then, just before a crew was scheduled to fix it a few days later, we returned with Alisia in tow to change it back to its original position—all captured on film by my sis for YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram. Great fun, though Grandma stepped in to stop Alisia from posting the footage. What a shame.
 
   Why Denmark? Of all places on God’s green earth, why move to a tiny town in Tennessee that until two months ago, I had never heard of? Well, none of us had heard of it. Except for Grandpa. Grandpa said Al Capone once told him about the place, back in the days of Prohibition. If drinking, buying, and selling alcohol didn’t get you arrested, it could get you killed just as much in the south as the north, according to him… but not as well publicized.
 
   Anyway, when the latest Matei vendetta made it far too dangerous to remain in the Chicago area, Grandpa mentioned how he wished for a hideout like Capone once had in Denmark, Tennessee. Obviously, it was more figurative than anything, and moving south was at first dismissed. Las Vegas sounded like a better choice, since blending in with a steady stream of tourists seemed much safer. But, after Grandpa became more and more convinced that the initial idea might be some heaven-sent omen, my folks made arrangements to visit the town of Denmark, check out the available real estate, and… voila! The rest snowballed quickly. When our house in Wheaton sold nearly overnight in a soft market, it seemed like everything—other than Alisia’s and my fractured hearts—supported the move.
 
   My one hundred and twenty-fifth birthday will be here two months from now, in September. I hope by then to discover a genuine silver lining from this move…. Maybe it will come from the fact I look closer to a nineteen-year-old these days. Dad and Mom told me the night before our move that I no longer had to participate in the middle school/high school circuit—a tour that my poor sis must still deal with for another, oh… thirty to forty years would be my guess. It sucks for her, but hell, I’ve been in high school from the time Elvis Presley first made the airwaves, and on up until Miley Cyrus lost her damned mind. Sixty frigging years of name changes, hair color changes, pretending to ride a bus across town—or even pretending certain homes were where I lived when walking the supposed mile or so home with buddies who now draw social security checks.
 
   Why in the hell would we put up with such a torturous exercise, one might ask? Believe it or not, I have sometimes wondered that myself… but in the end, it has always been easier to try to ‘fit in’ when we can. Less questions and less noticing that my sister and I haven’t aged much over the years. Of course, none of us have aged much during the past one hundred years. Occasionally, Alisia and I have been able to sit out a decade or two from school, disguised as young men and women living as boarders in our own home. Pretty humorous, except when it has sometimes meant ‘bewitching’ the neighbors who had become suspicious.
 
   We won’t spend much time on the eras my parents and grandparents have witnessed in full. But I realize anyone reading this account will want pertinent information, such as birthplaces, birthdates, etc. My father, Gabriel Radu, was born in Poland, while my grandfather and grandmother were on the move from Romania. Things had become too dangerous for them in their homeland, despite witches and witchcraft being held in much higher esteem in Romania than anywhere else in the world. My father was born on January 5th, 1714. According to legend, he was born in what amounted to a barn, wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger. Okay, that last part isn’t true. Just making sure that everyone is with me so far. 
 
   My family stayed in Poland for another twenty years, and that’s when the first ‘newcomer’ in nearly three hundred years was added to our clan: my mother. A Warsaw orphan, to this day I’m not sure what her real last name was at the time, so it shouldn’t matter here. She is and has been Silvia Radu since she married my father in 1798. My father would’ve been Alisia’s physical age of sixteen by then, and Mom was slightly older, physically, at the time. Perhaps 1780 was her birth year? That is the standard guess, and Mom’s personality is definitely a Scorpio. We celebrate her birthday on the fifteenth of November each year.
 
   Unlike most of us, my mother wasn’t born into our special kind of ‘witch-hood’, or ‘warlock-hood’ if she had been a male. She had gifts from birth, and was practicing what my grandmother disdainfully refers to as ‘Roma witchcraft’, a form severely tainted by Roman Catholic traditions. However, my grandmother felt compassion toward my mother, ever since Grandma noticed her as a little girl wandering the poverty-stricken streets of Warsaw. Eventually, my family took her in and treated Mom as one of their own. 
 
   When my father became romantically interested in my mother, my grandmother was less than thrilled. However, after much debate among The Elders in our family and their associates throughout Europe, they decided to allow her to partake in naștere la întuneric. From that moment, just days before their marriage in April, 1798, Mom became endowed with the gamut of gifts we all share, including the fact that her lifespan went from forty to eighty years in those days to the standard six hundred and forty years we can expect to survive as ‘semi-immortals’. Her strength became superhuman, almost overnight, and the special gifts she was born with were now formidable—even to those in our clan, many of whom carry extrasensory abilities such as clairvoyance and clairaudience, along with the ability to bend reality to fit their whims.
 
   But allow me to move on, since we can chat for days on what all this means.
 
   The oldest people in our family who remain amongst the living are my grandfather and grandmother, Georghe and Florin Radu. Both were born and raised in Bucharest, Romania. Grandpa’s birthday is October 5th, and his birth year was 1496. Grandma was born in April 9th, 1505, in a small village just outside of Bucharest that no longer exists. Her family, which to be honest I’ve forgotten the name, was one of Romania’s oldest witch clans. They have since been wiped out by the growing pestilence of the Mateis, who pounced on the death of Toma Matei in 1877 as an excuse to wage war against any family still friendly to the Radus. They used their American cousin’s horrific death as a battle cry to purge the witches and warlocks from Grandma’s people, as well as other families residing in Romania and the surrounding nations. If not for a powerful intuition coming to my mother shortly after my birth, the three of us would’ve journeyed to certain death in my father’s former homeland.
 
   So, aside from uncles, aunts, and cousins that will come into play in my story, we are ready to continue. I last left you with my parents getting ready to enter our brand new home—through the back door, no less. How ironic, in light of what has since come to pass. Maybe our luck would’ve been better had we decided to do things more formally, and entered our new palatial home through the front door.
 
   Regardless, it’s too late to reclaim that mojo now.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t have been surprised that the opulence hinted at by the home’s exterior would continue the very moment we stepped through the back door. An alarm system chirped and a woman’s voice announced that the ‘kitchen-back-patio door’ was open. The British accent was kind of sexy in a James Bond sort of way.
 
   “Not that we’d ever need protection, but your father likes the way she talks,” Mom quipped, as we stepped into our new pad. I fought hard to keep from smiling… to keep the urge to act impressed at bay. “I’m going to check on Florin and Georghe, to see if they need help in directing the movers.”
 
   A sudden thud resounded from upstairs, and though I couldn’t be certain at first, I thought I heard my grandfather’s voice. Then I heard the Romanian profanity stream. There were other voices, too, apparently from the movers, who likely had no idea they had just been served a helping of Grandpa’s finest.
 
   “I’ll go check on Father.” Dad disappeared up an ancient staircase at the rear of the kitchen before Mom could respond. “I’ll be back in a moment!”
 
   Alisia grabbed my arm and pointed to a pair of broomsticks in the corner of the large kitchen. Meanwhile, Mom smiled as I nodded slightly at the appointments—including all top-end gourmet appliances. My best cover to hide my true thoughts became a sham when it met her obvious discernment.
 
   “I thought you said being a ‘frequent flyer’ was a thing of the past?” I asked her, while my sister joined me in pointing at the broomsticks. Never mind the fact I was still quite worried we were going to be in a world of shit if the Elders ever decided to pay us a visit. Hell, I didn’t even need to see the rest of the place—and neither would they. Just thirty seconds standing in the kitchen that was as big as our previous home’s living room, with four sinks, two ovens, a restaurant-sized fridge, and a granite island as big as our dining room table… I could go on. “You sure Jay Cutler doesn’t live here?”
 
   “Will you quit worrying about the damned code, Bas?” she chastised, setting her purse down on an expensive-looking glass table near a grand fireplace. The irony of her words wasn’t lost on either my sister or me. “And, as for the broomsticks?… You already know the careless nature of your Grandpa…. Gabriel!”
 
   “What?!” Dad replied from upstairs.
 
   “Is everything all right?”
 
   “It is now!”
 
   Dad sounded amused. But I could tell that the unidentified noise, Romanian cursing, and the presence of ‘his and her’ broomsticks—which had been in my grandparents’ possession for as long as I could remember—irritated Mom. Irritated her big time. 
 
   “Hello, my darlings!” 
 
   Grandma suddenly emerged from the dining room, on the other side of the fireplace. Her long dark brown hair that had only recently begun to include strands of gray was pulled up in a bun, and her pressed beige pantsuit seemed more appropriate for her Tuesday afternoon bridge club, that she recently gave up, than for getting a house ready for move-in. Only a few loose strands of hair on either side told of her wormhole flight. Her makeup was perfect and her warm brown eyes flashed mischievously. On her worst days she looked late fifties, and on a good one—like this day—she could pass for a decade younger. Not bad for a gal beginning her sixth century on planet Earth.
 
   Grandma’s smile faded when she noticed how perturbed Mom seemed.  Admittedly, Mom and Alisia likely thought the same thing I did, that our grandparents had in all probability suddenly shown up inside the house after visiting an old friend in a Chicago nursing home—the last of their tasks before heading south to join us in Denmark. Hopefully, the two of them got here before the movers did. Otherwise….
 
   “Ummm, excuse me, Mrs. Radu? We’re ready to set the china cabinet where you want it, and I think we’ve found the best place where the floor is most even,” one of the movers advised, a white-haired guy peering in the doorway from the dining room.
 
   “I’ll be right there—‘
 
   “No, I’ve got it!” Mom interrupted Grandma, lightly touching her shoulder as she moved past her and disappeared through the doorway.
 
   “What does the floor being ‘even’ have to do with anything?” asked Alisia, alternating her gaze between our grandmother and me.
 
   “It’s nothing to worry about, sweetie,” said Grandma, her eastern European accent clearly discernible—a sure sign that Mom’s uptightness was catching. “Just part of the charm of an old place such as this, where the house has settled over time. Your Papa joked after doing his own inspection that we now reside in a true Salvador Dali house, where there’s nary a straight line to be found.” She laughed, nervously looking over her shoulder as if expecting Mom to reappear at any moment.
 
   “I thought you and Grandpa were supposed to fly to Memphis on Delta and then rent a car to come here,” I said. “But I see you had your own version of first class.” 
 
   I grinned to let her know this was mostly in jest, though I was a little perturbed that we might’ve endured a nine-hour road trip needlessly. She nodded thoughtfully, as if preparing a witty response. 
 
   “Oh, no!” came a panicked yelp from the dining room. 
 
   I could hear my mother rummaging through what I assumed was a box of her prized crystal… the sound of broken glass wrapped in paper announced this wasn’t going to be good. Alisia and I trailed Grandma, as if this diminutive woman could somehow protect us from the ire and heartbreak of a shattered heirloom, literally on both counts. God help the dudes who apparently were a little too rough handling the box it had been packed in, and worse if not wrapped carefully enough. There could be another member added to the tree frogs we heard chirping outside in a nearby ravine, when we exited the car and stepped onto the porch. 
 
   Oh, and the broomsticks? Yeah, that part of witch lore is true. But the flying part is an illusion, most often. Although, if a witch or warlock wanted to create the ruse of flying through the air like Theodora in Oz: The Great and Powerful, they could pull it off as a strenuous exercise. I have seen both of my grandparents successfully pull that stunt, too, but not since Alisia was the physical equivalent of a five year old, on her thirtieth birthday. Most of the time, broomsticks are merely to help us focus on aligning our mind, body, soul, and spirit energy-wise so we can move through wormholes to reach an intended destination. The very same pathways defined as Einstein-Rosen bridges. And, I don’t necessarily mean something as straightforward as a trip from Chicago, Illinois to Denmark, Tennessee. I have visited both the past and the future eras on Earth, as surely anyone else in possession of a charmed broomstick and the ‘know-how’ to use it can attest, as well. There are literally thousands of such ‘highways’ that move in and out of the various magnetic layers and dimensions surrounding the earth’s surface. Some say there are even far more advanced wormholes that move through the earth’s core, and others that travel through the vast expanse of the universe to reach other worlds with the same ethereal networks.
 
   But, for our purposes, wormholes are mostly for emergency travel, when there simply isn’t time to get from point A to point B to either save someone or alter a situation. I should mention here that one could stop briefly along the way to a destination—which is what I alluded to with my father about visiting Kentucky Lake on the way down here. You can slow the trip for a moment, and take in your surroundings. But to hover too long will drop a broomstick and its passenger out of the wormhole faster than Lucifer falling from heaven with an anvil tied to his ankles. It’s probably why Dad opted for a straight road trip. Besides, we would’ve had to tow the Escalade behind the moving van if we had traveled by broomstick. Based on Mom’s misgivings in the dining room, that might’ve turned out badly.
 
   Oh, and warlocks and witches can float through the air, too, which in a way is like flying for much shorter distances. That’s how Grandpa and I messed with the chapel bell at Wheaton College….
 
   “We’re coming, Silvia!” Grandma assured Mom. Rather than enter through the dining room doorway, we stepped into the grand foyer from another exit from the kitchen, which offered a huge columned entrance into the dining room. Another grand fireplace and other columns threatened to distract my sister and I, but we realized it was best to focus on Mom’s crisis first. One of the movers was trying to help her find all the pieces to an eighteenth century serving platter, including the tiny glass chips and splinters. 
 
   The guy looked like he thought she was being extreme in her grief about losing an irreplaceable piece, and he had already taken out a ‘damaged inventory’ notebook to record the loss and begin the process of compensation. He was wasting his time.
 
   “Robert… we will take care of it,” Grandma assured the man, who from the looks of how the other guys regarded him must’ve been the supervisor for this job. He regarded her with a confused look on his face, which made me feel better about Grandpa and Grandma making it inside the house unnoticed with their broomsticks. Had they popped into an occupied kitchen out of thin air, it would’ve been a far crazier deal to contend with than a middle-aged woman telling this guy not to worry about an expensive broken crystal tray. Robert would be on edge, if that were the case, and he wasn’t so far. “I’d like a word with my daughter-in-law, if you don’t mind.” 
 
   She motioned for him and his two attendants to move into the living room, through the open pocket doors.
 
   “You can fix this, and make it exactly as it was? ...Yes?” Mom sounded hopeful and a lot less upset.
 
   “Well let me take a look at it, my dear,” said Grandma, moving over to inspect the glass shards lying on the dining table. “As long as most of it remains… yes, there’s enough here. I can make it as good as new!”
 
   “But you’re not going to do it yet, right?”
 
   “Silvia Elena! What kind of a fool are you living with?” Grandma chided her. “Just as soon as they’re gone.” She motioned to the moving crew presently out of earshot.
 
   “Sorry, Mother,” said Mom.
 
   With that small crisis put to bed, it was time to check on Dad and Grandpa. So, I left Alisia to help unpack the other dining room boxes. I was surprised by some of the furnishings that remained in the house from the previous owners, starting with the foyer’s decor. A slightly gothic credenza stood below a massive gilded mirror with a pair of manor lamps on either side. A house like this had large parlors back in the day, and as I came upon the one that served as a living room, with the same type of columned entrance as the dining room, I heard my father and grandfather coming down the main staircase behind me.
 
   “Holy shit!” I whispered, my eyes drawn upward after whirling around. “This place really is like frigging Tara!”
 
   The stairs were on the opposite side of the Gone with the Wind iconic antebellum, but the effect was the same. Especially, since somewhere in time, someone had cut out a sizeable portion of the upstairs landing to accommodate an immense brass chandelier. That sucker hung down from a ceiling at least thirty feet off the ground.
 
   “So, you like, eh?” Dad chuckled at my reaction, where my mouth had dropped open. Again, not because the place was the most incredible building I’d ever seen—far from it. There are hundreds, if not thousands, of homes around the world far more impressive than this one. But not in the middle of Timbuktu. “I think you might learn to enjoy this place, son.”
 
   “Might,” I echoed.
 
   “Sebastian will surely find much about this property to his liking,” added Grandpa, eyeing me impishly. “Especially, once he sees the future plans I have for the house and grounds.”
 
   “What about ‘The Code’?” I asked again. “If the Elders find out about this—and they will at some point—as well as demand a visit, what then? They won’t believe you’re trying to be modest! You know I’m right, Dad… and Grandpa, you should know it, too!”
 
   “Code, shmode… Elders, felders, stuck-up-in-the-ass smelders!” said Grandpa, laughing as he moved past my father, whose suddenly clouded countenance made me think he might be seriously considering my worried warning. 
 
   Grandpa’s emerald eyes glistened with amusement, and he pushed back his long, graying locks from his lightly lined and still handsome face. ‘The image of cavalier’, as Mom liked to refer to him, his air had always been a little ‘Devil may care’ to me. Maybe that’s what happens to a man who has been alive since shortly after Christopher Columbus got lost on the way to India.
 
   But something told me the relocation to the south was going to exaggerate those qualities. Like a jailbird being released after decades hidden away from society, such freedom could lead to excessive carelessness. Grandpa was in seventh heaven, and I believed I would be the one to take his place in purgatory.
 
   After my introduction to my bedroom upstairs, and seeing the same level of luxury from the gallery to the master suite, and the crazy double bathroom with a shower Wilt Chamberlain would enjoy, the movers finished unloading the remaining boxes from the truck. Grandpa told me the reason he and my father had bought the furniture in the foyer, and elsewhere in the house from Ned and Julie Clarke—the previous owners—was to incorporate enough of an energy blend to keep our Chicago enemies from finding us anytime soon.
 
   Dad shooed the crew of six movers on their way, taking out a rolled wad of Grants to tip each one as they exited via the rear of the house.
 
   “Well, should we spend the rest of our day unloading everything, or, perhaps this is the perfect opportunity to test the latest wand I’ve created?”
 
   Grandpa posed the question when it appeared only the guys and Alisia were listening. Grandma and Mom were hard at work in the dining room and kitchen. But when my sis alerted Mom that our grandfather was about to engage in a disdainful act, the pair joined the rest of us in gazing up at the old man hovering above the upstairs newel post, his new toy at the ready.
 
   “Georghe? Georghe, get down from there!” scolded Grandma.
 
   “Florin… when did you become such a party pooper?” he replied, drifting closer to the chandelier. He smiled amusedly at us all, waving the wand made from the finest mahogany, its lavender tip beginning to glow. “I can tell that you, Silvia, and even Alisia are tired and could use a helping hand. Why not let me help out with a little fun, and then we can enjoy a quiet evening together?”
 
   “Because it will be the beginning of mischief that will eventually escalate to big problems for us all,” said Mom, and supported by an emphatic nod from Grandma. “We need to live like everyone else—like normal people. We discussed this, Father, and more than once. ‘The best way to appear normal, is to behave normally.’ Remember?”
 
   “So, you don’t want me to direct our things to their proper place and alignment in the house? It could save us hours of getting the energy flow just right, you know.”
 
   “No!” said Grandma, sharply. “Listen to your daughter-in-law, Georghe, and put that damned thing away before you hurt someone with it!”
 
   “Not even an itty-bitty—”
 
   His reply was cut short by a loud rapping on the back door. Mom and Alisia went to investigate. I was slightly disappointed we wouldn’t get to hear my grandparents’ Romanian accents steadily become more pronounced as they verbally sparred. Often, this was when Alisia and I would pick up some of the older Romanian words and phrases we might never hear otherwise.
 
   “Who is it?” asked Grandma.
 
   “I have no idea… an older woman with what looks like a pie in her hands,” Mom said, and I could almost feel the forced smile from where I stood, just outside the kitchen doorway in the foyer, with Dad and Grandpa trying to peek around my shoulder. She opened the door.
 
   “Kitchen-back-patio door… open!”
 
   “I really like that gal’s voice,” whispered Dad from behind me.
 
   “The woman talking to Silvia?” teased Grandpa.
 
   “No.” Dad sounded pained. “You know… the security alarm lady.” 
 
   “Ahhh… I bet Sebastian likes her, too, eh?”
 
   “Huh?” I glanced behind me, where Dad and Grandpa eyed me playfully. “Oh, no… she’s too old for me, I do believe.”
 
   “The British gal, or the nice old lady that your mother just let into the house?”
 
   “Both.” My tone matched my father’s from a moment ago, drawing an amused chuckle from Grandpa.
 
   “Actually, kiddo, I do believe you are twice as old as the one in the kitchen and at least triple the years of the other.”
 
   “Very funny,” I grumbled, but smiling. Where would I be without Grandpa’s ever-present sense of humor? At least it provided something to hang on to, as the full relocation realization would soon hit me.
 
   “…. Well, I saw y’all drive up and I just had to come over and welcome everybody to the neighborhood!” announced the woman, waving to the three of us males after setting down a jar of blackberry compote to go with the enticing cheesecake Mom sat down on the kitchen island. “My name is Sadee Dean… and that’s with two E’s instead of an IE or Y for Sadee! When y’all get settled, I’d love to have you over for dinner—my husband, Dan, and I live two doors down from here.”
 
   She pointed to the east, up Old Dominion Road, and I recalled that all of the homes on this side of the street were sort of stately, though not near as grand as the mini-palace my folks and grandparents had landed us. Sadee Dean carried an infectious personality… so warm and bubbly, with similar energy to my grandmother. Her eyes were hidden behind thick prescription glasses, so I couldn’t tell the color. And with just a little gray in her dark brown hair that was coifed just above the neckline of her blouse, I would’ve guessed her age to be early sixties. She didn’t dress like an older woman, wearing faded Levis and youthful sandals.
 
   “Well, would you look at these!” she enthused, moving over to the broomsticks. I doubt she detected the slight flinch from Mom and Grandma, nor the even slighter movement in the broomsticks, as they are attuned to their user, or ‘master’, like a living thing. “If you don’t mind me askin’, where’d you find ‘em?”
 
   Grandma moved over and picked up hers and lovingly stroked it, motioning for Sadee to brush her hands across it.
 
   “Both have been in our family for many years, and come from Romania,” she said, which drew a cautious look from Mom. “I don’t think they make anything quite like them in America.” Grandma chuckled warmly, while Sadee continued to pet the broomstick. Perhaps, she felt the thing’s energy. It must’ve been calm, since an irritated broomstick could well fly out of someone’s hands if the chemistry wasn’t right, or it ‘felt’ threatened.
 
   “Well, I have never… never seen or experienced anything quite like this before,” said Sadee, gently pulling back her hand, as if suddenly aware of the broomstick’s potentially volatile nature.
 
   “Thank you for what looks like a delicious treat!” enthused my mother, who genuinely seemed to like this lady with the weird spelling of her first name and a dangerous curiosity about broomsticks. “I bet it disappears tonight.”
 
   Sadee blushed and told her softly that she hoped so.
 
   “I’d like to introduce all of you to your neighbors. The good ones, that is.” She laughed. “Once you get settled, maybe we can arrange for a get together at our place, where Dan and I can introduce y’all to everyone…. Well, I’m sure you’d like some time to get familiar with your wonderful new home. The Clarkes were good people, and I’m sure you are, too. If you need anything at all, feel free to give me a holler…. Here’s my number. Dan and I will be happy to help you in any way we can.” 
 
   She handed mom a piece of stationary with her name and phone number written on it.
 
   “Take care—nice to meet y’all!”
 
   And just like that, Sadee maneuvered her way to the back door like she knew the place quite well, and was out of the house before Mom, Grandma, and Alisia could finish their “Nice to meet you, too” and goodbyes. As for the guys, I guess we knew better than to even try.
 
   “That woman is an old soul… and a good one, too,” Grandma remarked, watching Sadee cut through the next door neighbor’s yard to reach her back patio, barely visible from where our house sat.
 
   “And, she’s a damned good cook,” added Grandpa, after helping himself to a piece of cheesecake, but forgoing the compote. 
 
   “I like her, too,” said Mom, thoughtfully. She smiled, and my sister nodded approvingly, as if Alisia put the old gal through her own weighted analysis and came out with a favorable verdict. “In fact, I think I like her better than the others we met last week.”
 
   “She seems nice,” Dad agreed, joining Grandpa in the preliminary attack on the ‘Welcome to the Neighborhood’ gift. “But, it’s going to take you and Mother some time to adjust to the reality of neighbors just dropping by, eh? But if that’s how people are here, it might be a good idea to adapt to how they are so we can blend in better. It could give us extra protection in case ‘you know who’ ever comes looking for us.”
 
   “And if the older ones are the standard for this place, they’ll be dead and buried before anyone recognizes the fact that the Radus have barely aged,” joked Grandpa. “At least it could buy us a few years to decide where to establish our roots more permanently… either here or somewhere else.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   As promised, the lady named Sadee didn’t introduce us to the wrong, or bad, neighbors. Those folks, and the local panhandlers, took care of that honor themselves.
 
   The first incident happened roughly a week after we moved in to the new place. Alisia and I had been getting used to the broader neighborhood—both the upstanding areas and what is officially considered the ‘hood’—and had also started familiarizing ourselves with the town’s layout. Our first priority was to find the local Wal-Mart, the best grocery stores, and the retailers whose specialty was either new fashion clothing for her or the latest games and electronics for me. Along the way, we also discovered the horrid offerings of what is considered the restaurant industry in Denmark. For the latter, it was usually a case of the food being terrible and the service being passable, or the food being edible and the service being nonexistent.
 
   “So, Mom and Dad… all the talk about good ole southern cooking and hospitality is a crock of shit.  At least in this wee little town, huh?” I joked.
 
   I was preparing to join my sis outside in the front yard, where she had already started that day’s weeding assignment. Halfway through cleaning up the extensive gardens surrounding the house, we could look forward to more of the same when we took our act to the area surrounding the barn the next week. Then, the week after, it would be time to work the front of the property again, and back and forth until October, when the first frost would usually arrive in this region of the country.
 
   “Not true,” said Mom, seemingly more at peace that morning than she had been in quite a while. Not since the ongoing war with the Mateis began to escalate in violence last year. “Gabe and I had a wonderful dinner at Sadee’s last night.”
 
   “Amazing Creole fare,” Dad added, looking up from his first copy of the Denmark Gazette. The two were sharing breakfast—something they had also gotten away from in the past few years. Maybe moving to Denmark was a good thing? At least for them… glad someone was getting something gratifying out of it. “Sadee and the board members from the art school that sits at the rear edge of our property warned us about the restaurants in Denmark. Apparently, we’ll have to drive to Murray, Kentucky, or down to Jackson in the south, or even Clarksville to the east if we want decent food…. And service, since that also seems to be lacking here.”
 
   To be fair, my parents hadn’t gone on the eatery tour with Alisia and me. That’s cool, I guess. They seemed to be having more fun with their new friends and exploring culinary experiments in their grand new kitchen—which apparently had rarely been used by the Clarkes, according to Sadee and the other ‘good’ neighbors. So, I suppose there was a compliment in there somewhere for my sister and me, since Mom and Dad trusted our restaurant reviews.
 
   As for our grandparents? True to form, they had yet to relinquish their previous habits and still traveled elsewhere by broomstick. Since they hadn’t complained about the food here in town, they certainly hadn’t tried it. Or, perhaps they had found some local hole-in-the-wall diner that escaped the plague of apathy infecting the rest of the town’s eateries. Regardless, I could tell their frequent excursions greatly annoyed my mother, and pretty much my father, too. I overheard Dad tell Mom to give Grandpa and Grandma time, since in addition to the move, both were moving into their twilight years. It wasn’t unusual for Romanian warlocks and witches above five hundred years on this planet to suddenly feel restless. I knew Mom was biding her time, and would soon begin to work on Grandma to try and control Grandpa’s wanderlust. 
 
   Good luck with that, Mommy Dear.
 
   Without any way to legitimately delay my role in the ruse to appear as two teenagers earning their keep by doing outside chores, I stepped out onto the front porch. I’ve come to especially enjoy the view from there, picturing what the house and neighborhood looked like before 1900. Four Doric columns, capped with hand-carved angels and some sort of flower, have supported the porch long before the iron fence and ornate gate came along, marking the entrance to the property. The house sitting directly across from us on Old Dominion is one of the nicer Victorians in the area, complete with a pair of turrets, intricate spindle work, and a widow’s walk atop the tallest roof. Honestly, if it had been up to me, or I had been deluded enough to spearhead a move to some rural town, then I would’ve insisted on a house that looked like this one. I’m a Victorian guy, remember? And the Queen Anne influence from 1880 to 1910 marked the finest examples of Victorian architecture. Just sayin’.
 
   Not that I’ve changed my mind about the Cat Daddy place we were testing fate with, but my style preference is just a little later. Anyway, I was curious about the owners, since we saw an attractive woman once, and Mom waved to her. Apparently my parents met her at one of the functions Mom and Dad attended this past week. My mother said the woman, named Meredith, was nice and that her husband was an author who kept really strange hours. He sounded interesting to me, especially since he is supposed to be some popular horror writer.
 
   If only he had been the neighbor keeping an eye on Alisia and I as we worked in the yard each day. Unfortunately, that guy lived to the right of our place, on Chaffin’s Bend. The owner of another older home, a sprawling one-story with loads of potential, he appeared to be a handy man by trade. At least his truck looked like that was the vocation; although the man, who appeared to be in his early forties, was almost always home. Home and keeping a watchful eye on us.
 
   “He’s kind of creepy,” Alisia remarked two days before. 
 
   After that, she made a point to ignore him, though he could never present a physical danger to either of us.
 
    I decided this would be the day I took matters into my own and made contact with him. An opportune moment came after I had cleared several rows of dandelions and stubborn clover from the sides of the main brick walkway to the house. The guy came out to get something from the back of his truck, and we made eye contact. I waved cautiously. The man eyed me as if I had just flipped him off, and I could sense the anger exuding from him. I thought maybe he misunderstood my gesture, and waved more boldly. His eyebrows furrowed as if in disbelief. He stormed inside his house, slamming the front door loud enough to get Alisia to look up and pull down the headphones to her iPod. 
 
   “What did you do?” she asked, looking toward the house, which truth be told carried enough crap in the front to count as a salvage yard, or more appropriately, a mini-dump.
 
   “I waved to him,” I told her, snickering while shaking my head. After getting snubbed twice, I decided that was it for this idiot.
 
   Alisia and I moved on to one of the bigger flower gardens and were making great progress when a kid came up to us. Even if we didn’t have a single intuitive gift, figuring out that he was the strange man’s son would be instantaneous for most people. At least that’s my assumption, based on him wearing the same befuddled expression with furrowed eyebrows. Only the unprovoked psychotic rage was missing.
 
   “Can I help you with something?” I asked him.
 
   “Need some help? I can pull those for y’all.” He was thinner than his father, and a few inches shorter, being maybe five-foot-ten, and he avoided the genes that gave Daddy the bush of red hair that framed a gaunt, near-toothless face. Same lifeless brown eyes, though.
 
   Roughly Alisia’s physical age, the kid turned away shyly when she looked up at him. She then turned a hopeful look to me, since she hates manual labor in the humid southern sunshine even more than I do. In fact, she had just been joking about how she was turning into the green-faced witch from Wizard of Oz—both in irritation and in the literal sense of melting.
 
   The pleading look in her eyes intensified, which made me hesitate on dismissing the kid’s offer to take over for us.
 
   “This is part of our assigned chores,” I told him. “But, I’ll go ahead and ask our parents, and get back to you on your offer. Okay?”
 
   He nodded, and seemed somewhat relieved. Probably didn’t want to be stuck doing this shit in near-ninety degree weather and high humidity either.
 
   “You should’ve had him wait a moment while you or I went in to ask Mom and Dad,” Alisia lamented. She groaned as we returned to our task.
 
   Less than a minute after the kid disappeared inside his house, another angry door-slam pulled our attention. Dude’s dad stormed across the street and didn’t stop until he threw open the side gate and reached the edge of the garden we were working on.
 
   “Y’all think yer too good for us, do ya now? You northern city-slickers might know a thang or two ‘bout us, but y’all don’t know the half of it,” he snarled. “That thar’s some shit!”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, he turned and stomped toward the gate. 
 
   “What in the hell was that all about?” Alisia asked, worriedly. “And what’s with this asshole’s attitude?”
 
   “Well, it depends… mostly on what the mess pouring out of his mouth translates to in proper English.” I chuckled. “Maybe we can teach him a lesson in that regard.” 
 
   Not that either of us were afraid of the guy, since physically, we could break his neck like a chicken’s and push his corpse down into the earth so deep the moles would come running out. And, yes, there were signs of moles tunneling to their gleeful content throughout the yard. Apparently, the little blind bastards are as tough to eradicate as they are destructive.
 
   “Or, we could turn him into a mole,” offered Alisia, privy to my thoughts. An unfortunate and advantageous gift she shares with Mom. 
 
   She and I watched the guy navigate the medieval-looking pathway that’s so very Lord of the Rings, with its uneven stones that have been pushed up and aside at various points by the roots of several immense black walnut trees. The exposed nineteenth century bricks were apparently once covered by cement that had since crumbled and deteriorated to look like random flat stones intermixed with the bricks. Totally badass in appearance, and certainly fun to watch our ill-natured neighbor stumble on.
 
   “He might be happier as a slug to feed a mole,” I said.
 
   Footsteps on the grass behind us pulled our attention.
 
   “Can I help you with something?” Dad called to the man, eying us suspiciously, despite our hands filled of weeds. We looked productive at the right time… or did we? Meanwhile, our surly neighbor had just opened the side gate, which resounded with a loud screech.
 
   “Nah… don’t think so,” said the man, over his shoulder. “You just keep a watch on those kids, ya here? Teach em’ to respect where they’s at…. Y’all ain’t livin’ in the big city no more!”
 
   Dad watched him leave and then turned to us again. 
 
   “You didn’t do anything… foolish. Right?”
 
   “Like what?” asked Alisia sweetly. “That guy’s son wanted to pull the weeds for us, which might be kind of nice. Bas told him we had to talk it over with you first.”
 
   “Which is true,” I said. “After all, you and Mom said we’ve gotta look like we don’t know where our next meal’s coming from. Right?”
 
   “Must you always make your allegories so extreme?”
 
   “It’s not really an allegory, Dad… just an observation.”
 
   “That’s not what we told you. Just look like two kids with summer chores… like how everyone else lives around here.”
 
   “Why can’t we be like the kids living two blocks from here?” I persisted, unable to zip my lips. Maybe it was the heat… or maybe it was the fact this latest con of trying to act like normal people seemed especially asinine to me. “The ones in the confirmed ‘hood’ Sadee told us about? You know, sellin’ crack or waitin’ on the mailman for that government check?”
 
   “Cool it, Sebastian,” said Dad, sternly. “We need to fit in, and if this guy is already saying we stick out like a sore thumb, then we’ve got a lot of work to do. Don’t we?”
 
   “Maybe Mom can use some help inside.” Alisia wiped her brow, and exaggerated her panting. “Can I take a break?”
 
   “Well… your mother is why I came out here in the first place. She picked up the image of a frightened man that looks a lot like that guy being forced into the body of a mole, which is why I came outside to investigate,” he said, laughing to himself after scanning the front yard that lay littered with the corpses of dandelions and anything else that wasn’t a tulip, daffodil, or iris. Or a rose… forgot about them. “Would either of you have any idea where that image came from?” He eyed us both knowingly, and with playfulness.
 
   Alisia and I exchanged uncomfortable glances. 
 
   “Tell you what… let’s try to keep this to ourselves,” he said quietly, an elfin glint dancing in his deep green eyes. “I’ll confirm you both have done enough for one day, and you can assist me in helping Mom hang the rest of the pictures. Deal?”
 
   We responded in unison that we were fully on board for an alternative assignment out of the heat, and away from any other crazies who might be lurking about. Most of the neighbors had seemed cool… seemed normal. But now we knew it wasn’t the case for everyone.
 
   And Dad broke a rule, one that inspired a widening grin as I closed the front door behind us. Maybe he thought I wouldn’t notice, but I watched the tender blades of grass steadily enwrap the wilted weeds we had carelessly tossed throughout the front yard, pulling them down into the earth. I smiled at the thought that in the next few minutes, should Mom venture outside to verify our work, she would find near-pristine gardens and no mess anywhere. 
 
   It seemed, after all, even in Denmark there was a place for magic. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   As May died and gave way to June, the southern heat grew meaner by the day. I began to lose hope that things would ever change for the better. Admittedly, I don’t do well with heat, and greatly preferred the arctic blizzards that sometimes rolled over Chicago from Lake Michigan. Part of me understood that hating the present could inadvertently invite more of the same angst for my future… but I couldn’t help it. Even so, despite the unforgiving swelter and the fact time was passing slowly, a few notable events happened during the two weeks following our unfortunate encounter with the crazy guy across the street and the full-on advent of summer in the South. 
 
   Mom and Grandma became increasingly popular in Denmark, and their presence was pretty much expected at a monthly luncheon for a local book club and another for the town’s historical society. Alisia’s presence was requested for July’s meetings, which made her much easier to deal with since her emancipation from yard work was coming soon. Meanwhile, the art school approached my father about joining their board of directors. Dad hadn’t served on a board since the 1940s, when he was the chairman for a Chicago bank, and was quite thrilled. “This gives me something new to focus on,” he said, sounding hopeful, while he and Mom waited for affirmation that a massive energy shield they placed around Denmark with my grandparents actually worked. Designed to keep the Mateis and their affiliates from finding us, the fact Grandpa and Grandma even tried to create something like it clearly announced they didn’t trust a similar shield surrounding the greater Chicago area to remain effective.
 
   With the prospects of becoming the official caretaker for “Twin Magnolias” looking more likely by the day, unless the folks at Wal-Mart or the string of fast-food joints gave me a call, I had less and less to smile about. The only thing on our immediate horizon that sounded interesting to me was Mom’s mention of having the author across the street and his wife over for dinner one night soon. The suggestion to do so came from Sadee, who remained determined to introduce us to the exclusive, and diminutive, ‘in crowd’ list of Denmark.
 
   Mom’s announcement that “Meredith and Julien Mays have accepted our invitation to dinner” brought a huge smile to my face, and she eyed me curiously. I figured she had noticed my gloominess, but likely assumed I would get over it in time. And remember… time for us has a whole different meaning than it does for most people. Maybe she didn’t get how bored I was, since she and Dad had given me and my sis daily lists of chores that sometimes kept us occupied from dawn to dusk.
 
   More than likely, though, neither of my parents realized I was intrigued to learn more about the eccentric man across the street; this author who concocted tales of horror in the dead of night. A loner, who managed to succeed as a maverick, living life on his terms.
 
   What’s not to like about that?
 
   Anyway, the dinner event happened on the first Friday evening in June. Sadee and her husband planned to be there, too, along with Harrison and Jennifer Crawford. Harrison was a locally famous banjo builder, musician, and ‘pointillism’ painter. I had briefly met him and his wife, when they came over to shoot the shit with Mom and Dad. He brought them a housewarming gift of an amazing portrait of a nineteenth century man that featured a melting clock in the background. I can’t adequately express how frigging cool this sucker is, and it’s hanging on a wall in Dad’s office. That was just over a week earlier, and it was Harrison’s suggestion to drag Julien Mays away from working on his latest bestseller and force him to socialize a bit. Harrison and Sadee vouched for how much fun Julien was to be around, if one could wrest this author’s focus away from his obsession. I already had heard from Mom and Grandma that Meredith Mays was a blast to hang out with, and they had been pushing hard for this get-together since the previous weekend.
 
   “Well, hello,” said Mr. Mays from our doorstep. I was the first one to respond to the light rap on our front door window, just after six o’clock that evening. “You must be Sebastian.”
 
   Although I could’ve let Mom, Dad, or my grandparents handle this in the traditional manner for accepting guests into our home, I wanted the honor. However, I didn’t let this man know I was impressed with what little I knew about him, or even acknowledge I had ever heard of him and his wife—a lovely blonde with flowing curly locks and eyes that seemed to change color as she stepped into our house. I thought they were blue when I saw her on the porch, but they became turquoise soon after I led the couple through the foyer and into the front right parlor, that served as the living room for us and the previous owners.
 
   As for Julien, he sort of looked like an author, or like I pictured Stephen King or Clive Barker to be like. But his mannerisms belonged to a sophisticated southern gentleman, like John Grisham. Dinner parties in Denmark could be quite formal from what I understand… unless held in the heat of late spring or summer. It would be anything goes at that point, since formalities meant little when you’re pouring sweat. 
 
   While the other men, including Dad and Grandpa, were dressed in shorts and polo shirts, the only thing they shared in common with him were sandals. Julien preferred jeans and a ‘Metallica’ T-shirt. With lightly salt and pepper hair pulled back in a ponytail and a full moustache, he kind of reminded me of the actor Kevin Spacey, but with hazel eyes.
 
   “It’s Tupelo, Mississippi via Savannah, Georgia,” he said, his drawl smooth and much more genteel than what was common in this region. His smile was impish, revealing expensive veneers. “You were wondering where my accent originated from. Correct?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I was,” I said, impressed he had discerned what fascinated me most, and wondered if he had similar intuitive gifts as my mother and sister. “Are you some sort of psychic?”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “No, but I wish I was,” he said. “Meredith is, though, and she hates me bringing it up. She used to do readings for the music industry people in Nashville. I could tell from your expression and your focus on my lips that you were trying to figure out where I came from. There’s only one other person I know of, out this way, who hails from either place.”
 
   I nodded, and then Dad and Grandpa deftly took over. I barely had a chance to introduce myself to Meredith, as the ‘adults’ disappeared into the dining room.
 
   “He seems pretty observant, huh?” said Alisia, emerging from the living room to join me in the foyer.
 
   “You heard what he said?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yeah… and he is definitely different than most of the people living here,” I said. “Are we sitting in the kitchen, or is there enough room for us at table in the dining room?” 
 
   Another older couple was coming, too, and they were long-time pals of Sadee, and were also heavily involved with the school. Though I disliked much about this quaint little town, listening to the candid local talk during the previous dinners when Sadee and her husband had joined us was damned near priceless. The slang, the gossip, anecdotes, new curse words—hell, most everything spoken was night and day different than anything I had ever been exposed to.
 
   Northerners are boring as hell around a dinner table, compared to this bunch.
 
   “I think we’ll be in the kitchen… just like most kids.” She smirked. “So, no wine for us until everyone’s gone. But, we should be able to hear everything. Remember the see-through fireplace?”
 
   “Ah, that’s right,” I agreed. Forgot about that. 
 
   Dinner was as entertaining as I hoped; a delightful event. Even more irreverent than the previous nights had been. 
 
   When Roy Hamilton and his wife, Noralee, showed up, it really got loud and merry. For reference, my family doesn’t do much drinking in a public setting, since it isn’t out of the realm of possibility that secrets can be inadvertently shared and spells cast in careless anger. Not to mention, the embarrassment of carrying on conversations in Romanian to the exclusion of our English-speaking guests. So, it was no small thing that Dad had stocked up a portable bar we had brought with us from Chicago.
 
   “I understand you write books about the paranormal,” I heard Mom say to Julien, when the laughter had died down, and it was time to infuse the conversation with a new topic. “Do people actually believe in ghosts, vampires, and the like?” 
 
   “Apparently not, if my recent book sales are any indication,” he replied, dryly. The room erupted in laughter. Perfectly played quip with a reaction inspired by distilled spirits. I peered around the corner, watching Grandpa pour more wine for most of them, and freshen Julien’s drink, which looked like vodka and cranberry juice on the rocks. “It’s all fiction that I write, and some creatures of the night don’t exist. Like vampires, obviously. But ghosts… I have seen some of those, now and then.”
 
   “How about witches?” Grandpa asked.
 
   I think it was more the unexpected nature of the question that formed a lump in my throat. No doubt the reaction was the same from the resident witches and other warlock in the dining room. Maybe everyone else felt the slight tension in the air… chalk one up for my grandfather.
 
   “Well… I’ve never met one,” said Julien, chuckling. “Other than my lovely wife, who on occasion can be quite bewitching.”
 
   “Ahhh, that’s so sweet! Count on Julien to say something like that,” said Noralee, and echoed by Jennifer.
 
   “Well, she is beautiful,” added Roy.
 
   Meredith appeared to be blushing, though hard to say for sure from my vantage point.
 
   “Not as bewitching as our hostess,” said Meredith. “Fabulous cordon bleu, Silvia! Are you sure you don’t have roots in either New Orleans, or Paris?”
 
   “I’ve been to both wonderful cities, but not long enough to have established roots,” said Mom. 
 
   I was surprised to see my mother blush… and it took me a moment to discern she had picked up on something subtle about Meredith—a kindred ‘gift’ recognition, perhaps? Maybe our neighbor had a little witch in her, though likely a milder intuitive form. But, hell, wasn’t that all it took to get burned at the stake in centuries past?
 
   “Meredith should be the celebrated author,” said Julien. “After all, she taught me most everything I know, and helped me make the change from songwriter to novelist.”
 
   More ‘ahhhs’ swept the table, followed by a hearty laugh from Harrison.
 
   “She certainly could do no worse in the erotica area, my friend,” he teased, his Tennessee country accent thick. “Zombies and bestiality mix horribly—especially when you do it.”
 
   “Tisk, tisk… like you even read that book!” Julien shot back, playfully. “And, if you had, as horrible as it was, something that awful fits the very definition of horror, does it not?”
 
   “Zombie Nights was truly horrifying,” added Sadee, who sat next to him, and leaned in to give him a shoulder nudge. “But we still love you, and almost everything else you’ve written.”
 
   “Good to know,” added my father, wryly. More chuckles….
 
   “Have you read anything of his?” whispered Alisia from beside me.
 
   “No,” I said. “I only read serious books.”
 
   “You’re so full of shit, Bas—you’ve hardly read anything in the past ten years that isn’t related to gaming!”
 
   The ‘adults’ in the other room suddenly craned their necks to where we were huddled, just out of view. Shit, way to go, sis!
 
   “Well… rest assured, there will be no more Zombie sex experiments,” said Julien, when the awkwardness became palpable. Grandma stepped into the kitchen, smiling knowingly and shaking her head as if amused by the fact we were truly acting like teenagers, even if somewhat lamely. “That’s why I’m sticking to ghosts, demons, a few vampires, and two new action adventure series going forward. And, I would love to write a book about real ghosts. Like the ones y’all have here in this house.”
 
   What in the hell?!
 
   “Ghosts in this house?” Grandpa sounded amused.
 
   “It’s time for us to join the party, I think,” I whispered to Alisia, and headed for the dining room. “Come on.”
 
   Grandma carried a silver tray loaded with cups and a carafe of hot tea and another filled with coffee. I intercepted her, and to my surprise she was willing to forego her love of being a good hostess to allow me a less awkward way to crash the conversation picking up speed and volume in the dining room.
 
   “I don’t believe in ghosts!” said Sadee resolutely. “But, I guess if one writes about them, they can seem real…. Well hello, kids!”
 
   “Hi Sadee and everyone else,” said Alisia, while I smiled and nodded, looking for the most suitable spot on the table to set the tray, and not finding one. Grandma lightly grabbed my arm to guide me over to the antique buffet in the corner, and I felt like an idiot for not remembering this is what the damned thing was originally used for a century earlier. “We’ve been pretty entertained by the conversation going on.”
 
   Didn’t expect that from her, but glad she said it. Nervous laughter quietly flowed around the table, all except Julien and Meredith. Julien studied my sister and my mother, and Meredith watched him… looking like she was silently begging him to not open his mouth. But, here was my kindred spirit… the male who couldn’t stop himself from adding fuel to a fire that would otherwise die out.
 
   “So, Alisia… true or false? Have you seen the ghost of a tall, attractive, dark haired woman in the ladies’ parlor—a ghost ascribed locally as the widow of the famous confederate statesman who once lived here, Sophie Atwater?”
 
   I doubt any of us anticipated hearing such a question; asked with the same straightforwardness one might expect when playing Clue and inquiring if anyone saw Colonel Mustard in the library. Certainly, Alisia never saw it coming, and she looked at Julien in surprise, and then at Mom as if unsure how to answer. The lack of an immediate response added support for the question, and I grinned admiringly. Julien’s expression had been mostly neutral, with a hint of amusement—mostly in the eyes that twinkled. A smile to match appeared.
 
   “Well, umm, I don’t think so—”
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie,” Mom interrupted my sister, and turned a gaze similar to mine toward our unexpectedly candid guest. “Yes, we have seen her. Alisia and I have.”
 
   I don’t know who was more surprised among Sadee, my father, or me. Grandpa seemed indifferent, as if a ghost residing in the house would be no more significant than having a small swarm of gnats to deal with. Grandma’s unsurprised look told me she either had seen the same apparition, sensed the presence, or Mom had previously confided the experience to her. Alisia was the one to surprise me most in my family, since she looked at our mother with relief.
 
   So, this is true? We’ve got a ghost… or ghosts, maybe? And, no one bothered to mention any of this to me—Alisia, how could you?!
 
   I suddenly pictured our unsavory neighbor grimacing at me—a man I still didn’t know by name.
 
   That thar’s some shit!
 
   “Meredith has seen her, too,” Julien volunteered, to which his wife nodded reluctantly. She shot him a look that wasn’t hostile, but did carry noticeable regret, as if she would’ve been just as happy to never bring the matter up, and hoping it would soon die. “I wish I could see the spirit for myself.”
 
   “Perhaps someday you shall,” Mom told him, smiling coyly. “She’s benign, and so far has taken a liking to us. In fact….”
 
   Here’s where I tuned out, and not for disrespect. In truth, I would’ve liked to hear what my mother had to add to this. But I suddenly recalled trying to take a nap one afternoon in the ladies’ parlor during our first week in the house. I remembered now that I couldn’t do it. Every time I closed my eyes, I sensed someone hovering over me. But when I opened my eyes, no one was there.
 
   “She spoke to me once,” said Alisia, and from Mom’s slightly raised eyebrow, I realized this was an aspect of the spirit’s behavior that she hadn’t shared in. “I came in after pulling weeds one afternoon, and she told me the garden below the parlor window looked very nice. I thought you had said it, Mom, or maybe even Grandma. But you both were at a luncheon that day, and hadn’t returned.”
 
   I felt another pinprick to the heart. What else is Alisia not telling me about this place?
 
   “Well, Reverend Thompson says the only ghost that we need to worry about is the Holy Ghost,” said Sadee, followed by a hearty ‘amen!’ from Dan, her eighty-year-old husband.
 
   Squish! There went the air out of that balloon. Nothing like a religious shield to protect against the supernatural unknown; and like pouring a bottle of Roundup on a tender rose, the fun-filled conversation at the dining table quickly waned.
 
   But the night’s good time was far from over. Once everyone adjourned to the back porch for tea and strawberry short cake, new jokes and the jovial mood returned. Soon, Julian and Dad were talking stocks and everyone else discussed the neighborhood’s storied history that seemed to center mostly on our house and the school at the edge of our property—two places that once shared the earliest land grant in Denmark’s near two-hundred year lifespan. 
 
   I’m not sure if anyone even noticed me slipping away, back into the house. I stepped into the foyer and listened. Except for the occasional spurts of activity from the HVAC system, all was quiet. Not even the normal ‘house settling’ pops that seemed to erupt from just after dusk until an hour before dawn resounded. No sign of our invisible resident…. No rustling of a Victorian gown moving across the floor, as Alisia described one encounter. Not even when I carefully peered into the ladies’ parlor—the only room in the entire house that still had the original plaster walls and ceiling—did I detect the ghost’s presence. 
 
   Just an empty house. One that carried a curious warmth, or friendly feeling—which believe it or not, often means a place is haunted just as much as if it carried a creepy air. If there were ghosts residing with us in ‘Two Magnolias’, they were the good kind. Or, they at least liked us. Those were mostly Grandma’s words from when we lived in a haunted bungalow, our second residence in Wheaton.
 
   Though I preferred the latter opinion, either one would work for me.
 
   I nodded and smiled at the quiet emptiness, and then rejoined the dinner party. My heart felt lifted by the thought I now had something new to focus on, a revived interest in those who had lived and died in this grand old place, and wondering how our chapter in the house’s legacy would play out.
 
   
  
 

Hopefully, whenever the ending came, it would be a happy one.
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   The following Tuesday afternoon marked our twenty-eighth day in Denmark. It arrived with the confirmation that Alisia and I had successfully mapped out the entire town. A feat we never accomplished in Chicago, I might add. Maybe we hadn’t seen every square inch of Denmark, but we certainly came damned close. Outside of our unconventional neighborhood, much of the place seemed unremarkable. 
 
   A typical small town, but with quirks here and there that set it apart from anywhere else. Quirks like old, sandwich-board wearing, white racists. However, I would be remiss to not also mention that the natural beauty in the nearby countryside can be breathtaking—especially near the local winery. A winery, I might add, that gives free samples of just about any kind of wine one can imagine. Better yet, the afternoon staff has been gullible more than once to believe that my sister’s played-up sophistication supported the fact she is of legal age to imbibe with me, her brother, whose latest fake ID says I was born in 1993. Granted, we can drink at home when it’s just family around. But, with the focus being so strong on looking and behaving like two teenage kids should, this was a significant coup for Alisia and me.
 
   Although we had no intention of telling our parents about this, don’t judge or hate, unless you too have been stuck in puberty for half a century.
 
   And, don’t think my need for distraction kept me from doing research on the phantom mistress of our house. Far from it. I had already made initial inquiries with the local historian at the library, just two blocks from our house. Marcella Oakley, the historian, invited Alisia and me to check out several books she had on hand. Unfortunately, none of them included photographs or painted portraits of Sophie—just her famous husband. Still, in addition to several new war games coming out for my Xbox in July, I counted on the hunt for our ghost’s identity to keep me entertained to a varying degree until fall. Even if that meant going through every archived file at City Hall and the courthouse to find something about Ms. Atwater, or any other female resident from that era whose essence might be lingering in the ladies’ parlor.
 
   My biggest distraction might well prove to be my grandfather. Allow me to explain….
 
   After Alisia and I returned from the Denmark Winery, chewing breath mints to camouflage all evidence of our afternoon excursion, we prepared to resume our weeding chores. Mom and Dad had given us a four-hour recess, since a local exterminator was coming by to give our father an estimate on how much it would cost to eliminate our mole problem. The blind suckers had made enough tunnels to cause one of the statues in the main garden to tilt. Alisia’s PETA—influenced compassion went for naught when the rest of the household, other than me, voted to kill the rodents. As with most things at present, though, that meant without the use of magic.
 
   I could tell it was distressing Dad to not simply ‘will’ the little monsters elsewhere. His point that it would be the more humane solution, rather than poisoning the moles, fell on deaf ears.
 
   “We can’t afford to have the only yard on either street ‘mole free’ without a viable reason,” said Mom, right before she headed off for a hair appointment with Meredith. They were going to one of the town’s ritzier salons, located in the square. “Remember that everyone is watching what we do, and especially along Chaffin’s Bend, where they all seem to view the yard as their personal park. Getting rid of our notorious mole problem that apparently has been going on for years, and without the help of an exterminator, would mark one more instance of us being noticeably different.”
 
   Maybe Dad could still find a way to spare the little critters an agonizing cyanide-aided demise without Mom finding out about it. But as things turned out, the mole problem was nothing compared to Grandpa’s eccentric nature that seemed to have taken a turn for the worse during the past week. As I mentioned, Alisia and I had just returned, and Dad was in his office. Grandma was upstairs taking a nap to avoid the afternoon heat and nearly one hundred percent humidity. My sis stretched her recess to the limit, grabbing a Coke from the fridge. And me? Well, I wanted to get the assigned weeding for that afternoon over and done, with or without her help.
 
   I decided to get started on the side of our yard facing another grand house that was built by the son of the guy who built our house when it was the centerpiece for a small horse farm. The Beauregards, an older couple who visited Denmark twice a year for just a few days each time, owned the red brick replica of our place. Thankfully, as we had yet to meet them, they were nowhere around that afternoon. Otherwise, they might’ve had the unsettling sight of my grandfather passing by the upstairs and attic windows on his way to the highest roof in the three-story building, the highest vantage point in our entire neighborhood.
 
   And, I’m not saying he climbed a ladder to reach the roof’s apex.
 
   Back in Chicago, I had heard he used to hang out with the chimney sweeps near downtown toward the end of the nineteenth century. Even today, there are chimney sweeps throughout the greater Chicago area, although they don’t look like the guys in Mary Poppins anymore. In fact, most are skilled masons who can repair and restore chimneys to the way they looked when first built.
 
   “Grandpa—what in the hell are you doing up there?!” I called to him quietly; not wanting to yell for fear the neighbors would notice him. They might have already, but the tall trees and summer’s thick foliage provided a better chance that no one was the wiser about a middle-aged man sitting next to the tallest chimney. “This isn’t Chicago, you know!”
 
   “It isn’t?” he teased. I heard him laugh as he stood up and leaped onto the very top of the chimney. “I’m glad it isn’t! The views, Sebastian… they are incredible from up here! In fact, I can see for several miles… maybe more. Do you know how wonderful it is to not have one’s view encumbered by smog and skyscrapers, or a damned church steeple? This is heavenly!”
 
   I didn’t know how to react, or remotely what to say to him. Other than what stumbled out of my mouth.
 
   “Mom and Grandma are gonna kill you when they find out you’re up there!” I said, half-tempted to run in the house and get my father to come outside. Something bad was going to come of this—I could feel it. And, no, it didn’t make complete sense to be so apprehensive. After all, if Grandpa fell, he would likely land lightly on his feet, and if he didn’t, he might get a few scrapes or bruises. But that would be it. “Why can’t you at least stick to your own roof? That would at least be easier to explain.”
 
   “The view, Sebastian!” He pointed around him, and I now feared his excited agitation would make him more noticeable. The situation was getting worse by the moment. “I love that house—you know it. But the views from the roof suck! Big time—isn’t that the way you youngsters put it? Yeah… the views suck big time!”
 
   “Georghe?... Georghe! Get down from there now!”
 
   As I feared, Grandma figured out what was happening. I wasn’t aware of the back door opening; nor did I hear the screen door open after it, until it cracked loudly against the doorframe. But by then, my grandmother had already rebuked the old man presently dancing like U2’s Bono across the roof’s narrow crest.
 
   “He won’t listen to me,” I told her, dismayed at what I thought for sure would be the Radus coming out party—as the crazy sons of bitches residing in Old Dominion’s ‘big white elephant’ on the corner. Destined to not only face the scorn of the conservative faction of the neighborhood, but also earn their fear. Hell, it would likely earn everyone’s fear! Crazy was one thing, but adding the aspect of bizarre to it would certainly hasten our departure. Then again… maybe that wouldn’t be so bad in the long term….
 
   “Well, damn it, he’ll listen to me if I have to fly up there and bring his ass down here!” Grandma looked seriously incensed. She certainly intended to follow up on her threat in the literal sense.
 
   Great… just frigging great! The whole damned neighborhood and probably the local police could soon be treated to a nice big taste of weird, Radu style. Might as well invite the sheriff and mayor while we’re at it.
 
   “Mom’s home!” Alisa announced, as our recently purchased Mustang convertible pulled up. Frankly, my sis and I had hoped to drive it that day, but Meredith had wanted to take a spin in it, leaving the Escalade to us. Fortunately, Mom had already dropped off her new pal across the street before pulling around to the long drive to the back of the house from Chaffin’s Bend.
 
   Maybe Meredith wouldn’t have noticed Grandpa’s antics from where Mom dropped her off, at the front gate across from ours. Likely, Julien wouldn’t notice either, buried in his bookwork inside their house. And unless things got loud, Sadee, living on the other side of the Beauregards, might not notice Grandpa’s presence atop the roof either.
 
   But….
 
   “Father get the hell off that roof!” Mom shouted, soon after she vacated the car, wearing an angry frown. “Get off the roof—Now!”
 
   She sounded unusually infuriated. When Alisia cast a wary glance her way, and Grandma ran to meet her, I realized something else had set my mother off. Then, seeing her father-in-law carrying on like a fool atop the neighbor’s roof destroyed her tender façade. Granted, it wasn’t intuitive for me… it was seeing her nearly collapse when my grandmother reached her.
 
   “Mom—what’s wrong?!”
 
   My heart shouted the same words that Alisia uttered as we ran to where Grandma and Mom held each other. I couldn’t immediately recall the last time I had seen Mom this upset, and she wouldn’t tell us anything. She didn’t stop shaking until Dad came outside and gently took her in his arms from Grandma. She whimpered the entire way up the stairs, and as soon as they were both inside the kitchen, she bawled like a baby.
 
   By then, Grandpa had rejoined us; his moment of childishness had passed. And, my grandmother didn’t resist his efforts to take her in his arms and lead her inside the house. The look on their faces told me they already understood what had upset Mom so much, and I looked to Alisia for an explanation. But she was weeping, too.
 
   After casting a cautionary glance toward the surrounding houses, and not seeing the Mays, Deans, or Crawfords outside their homes, I followed everyone else inside our house. Didn’t see the crazy man or his oppressed family either. Even if the neighbors heard my mother’s anger and subsequent wails of grief, escaping their direct notice was far better than it would’ve been otherwise. We could come up with numerous alibis for my mother’s cries. But, seeing an old man float to the ground from a fifty-foot roof would’ve been another issue entirely.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   It took nearly an hour before Mom was ready to share what had upset her so badly. We were all seated in the living room—my sister and me sharing the loveseat, and Grandma and Dad sandwiching our mother in the middle of the sofa, while Grandpa looked on from behind them.
 
   Fortunately, Meredith Mays was unaware that the news from the real estate agent who sold the house to our family was significant in any way. Or, so Mom hoped, since, as I’ve noted, Meredith enjoys similar intuitive abilities to the women in our family. They had run into Julie Paris at the beauty salon, and Julie mentioned off hand that a wealthy family from Chicago had inquired about Denmark’s most prestigious in-city property that had recently been put on the market: The Dorothy Bresden home on Dewitt Street.
 
   Nothing worried Mom at first, until Julie mentioned that this family from the North chose Denmark as their new intended destination, so they could remain in contact with some old friends who had recently moved here. My mother almost didn’t ask for a name… and soon regretted that she had, though inevitable that she would eventually find out the identity of the new Denmark transplants.
 
   “Why, it’s Simion and Magdelena Matei!” Julie drawled warmly, without a clue she had unwittingly plunged a verbal dagger into Mom’s heart. “Now, the offer is still pendin’, since Ms. Bresden’s great, great granddaughter was havin’ second thoughts about sellin’ the place after the last deal fell through. But, we’ll know for sure by Friday if your friends will be joinin’ y’all in Denmark…. Isn’t that wonderful news?”
 
   Mom had told us that Julie Paris was sort of a blonde bimbo, who unnecessarily had embellished the facts about the Atwater house’s appointments. She obviously didn’t read my folks well, since they were ready to purchase the place as is, and gave the full asking price. Described to me as a mini-skirt wearing forty-ish gal, who wore too much makeup and spent far too long admiring my Dad, I enjoyed a clear picture in my head of how the beauty salon conversation went down…. My father’s cell phone conversation with his older brother Adrian, presently visiting Amsterdam, pulled me back to the present.
 
   “Well, they found us,” Dad told Adrian.  “Oh yes… it must be true. You were right, man. We should’ve taken it all the way and changed our frigging names. What? Maybe… but all that matters now is this: If they find us, they intend to resolve the issue once and for all…. Uh-huh. Well, we need you and Manuel—just get here as soon as you can. The Matei’s reasons for coming can’t possibly be good, Adrian…. Yes, that’s exactly right. A battle now looms. Uh-huh… Unfortunately, blood from the Radu’s and Matei’s will soon flow through the streets of Denmark…. Count on it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   While my family continued the debate about slipping out of Denmark and heading west, Alisia and I were relieved of our weed-pulling duties. In addition to our emancipation from toiling in the oppressive heat, I felt like I now had a helluva lot more free time to enjoy. Very strange, as only a month earlier I often felt pressed for time, despite school being over and my days occupied with the latest version of Dark Souls. Amazing what having to work and relying on better time management can do for one’s perspective.
 
   With all this sudden free time, and the inevitable vagabond status we were facing, I took my father up on his offer to let me tag along to Julien and Meredith’s place. The ladies in our family were out with Sadee and Meredith for the afternoon, and the urgency to monitor Grandpa’s extracurricular activities had waned since the news other warlocks would soon be citizens of the great city of Denmark. So, the prospect of hanging out a few hours with my new favorite author sounded very cool.
 
   Besides, I had been dying to see the inside of this amazing Queen Anne across the street. The place gave me chills as Dad and I stepped closer to the intricate spindle work atop the front porch and eves. Yeah, a little weird maybe, but a house like this has the same effect on me that meeting Justin Timberlake would have on my sis. Maybe I should take up drafting with a focus on Victorian-styled architecture, if I decide to go on to college. Even if I didn’t use a skill set like that in this generation, it might come in handy during the next hundred years or so.
 
   As we stepped up to the gate that was slightly shorter and more ornate than ours, a little girl accosted us. Twyla Tidwell. I should’ve mentioned her earlier, since the five-year-old is a verifiable ‘hoot’, as they say down here. Blonde, blue-eyed, and cute as a button, she roams the neighborhood, introducing herself to strangers with the tag line of ‘it’s okay for me to be here as long as I can see my house’, which sits behind the Mays’ home. I could barely see the fence surrounding her yard the first time she pulled that intro on me, right after we moved in. But before I could stop her, she had already met Grandpa and Grandma after running to our front door, and then invited herself inside our house. Despite the unusual assertiveness, my grandparents liked her immediately. Once I got over the little girl’s obstinate pushiness, I fell in love with her, too.
 
   “Hello, Mister man and his son!” she said, parking her bike outside the Mays’ gate and leaning it against an azalea bush, breaking a small branch and sending several flower petals spiraling toward the sidewalk. She didn’t wait for either my father or me to acknowledge her greeting, pushing past us to reach the front door. Before she rang the doorbell, Julien opened the front door. “Huh? You’re supposed to let me ring the doorbell! That’s what Miss Meredith said!”
 
   “Oh, I suppose you will have to wait until Meredith gets back to take that up with her,” said Julien, chuckling. He looked beyond the little girl to my father and me, motioning for us to come inside. Twyla moved to come inside, too, but he gently blocked her way. “Darlin’, I promise you can come in for a while when Meredith gets back in a few hours. If you play your cards right, she might even share an ice cream sandwich with you. How does that sound?”
 
   “It sounds great!” said Twyla, excitedly. But for a moment, she still persisted in trying to get around him, finally sighing in frustration when he successfully blocked her every attempt. “But I’m still tellin’ on you for not lettin’ me in!”
 
   She turned around and ran down the brick pathway, deftly moving past us. We watched her move through the gate, carefully shut it behind her, and grab her bike. 
 
   “Bye Mister man and his son—and Meredith’s husband, too!”
 
   The three of us waved, and watched her pedal her bike up Old Dominion, heading for a small park at the end of the street. When she reached Sadee’s house, halfway along our block, she stopped and threw down her bike near the curb.
 
   “Hello Miss Sadee’s husband!” she said, before running up to the covered front porch where Dan Dean sat, looking like he was reading a newspaper. We heard his surprised greeting and returned our attention to Julien.
 
   “She’s a little jitterbug, that’s for sure. But I worry someone is going to snatch her from us, since her parents let her go wherever she wants, and unattended,” he remarked. “Come on inside, Gabriel and Sebastian. I do believe I’ve got a tour to deliver.” 
 
   We followed him inside, and Julien cast a warm glance to my father that turned amused when he brought his attention to me and my reaction to his house.
 
   “Wow… this is really cool,” I said, allowing my gaze to follow a staircase nearly as grand as ours to an antique crystal chandelier hanging over the foyer from a twelve foot ceiling. The extensive woodwork dressed in Victorian style was truly something to behold. Lots of ornate detailing, to the point anyone unfamiliar with the Queen Anne aspect might consider garish or gaudy. My eyes settled on an old pipe organ built into one of the main parlor’s walls. 
 
   “You can play it if you like,” offered Julien, holding the remnants of a drink in one hand, as he went over to turn on the organ. His genteel drawl was more pronounced, no doubt influenced by the liquor, and he was dressed in khaki shorts and a polo shirt—the very thing almost everyone wore the other night at our house. “The older folks of Denmark tell me how George C. Brown, a noted organist in this region, used to blast out his neighbors every now and then, especially whenever they had pissed him off. That was back in the early 1900s, just before the outbreak of World War I.”
 
   I almost took him up on his offer, but a slight brush across the back of my hand by Dad kept me from doing it.
 
   “That’s okay… can I see the rest of your house?”
 
   I couldn’t hide my excited smile.
 
   “Of course… but are you sure you don’t want to see, or rather, hear what this bad boy is capable of?”
 
   Lead me not into temptation….
 
   Dad shot me a look, and unlike the subtle message from a moment ago, Julien caught this one.
 
   “Or, perhaps you can come over in the fall, when I play it while the courthouse bell rings at kickoff for the high school football games. Last year when I did it, we had all the neighborhood dogs, cats, and raccoons howling together.”
 
   Dad and I laughed.
 
   “Gabriel, will you join me for a drink?”
 
   “Sure,” said Dad, earning a surprised glance from me. “I’ll take scotch on the rocks, if you have it.”
 
   “Good man,” said Julien. “Sounds delicious, but I’ll stick with my preferred standby, vodka and cranberry juice…. Anything for you, Sebastian?”
 
   He looked over at me from behind an elaborate bar that appeared to have once served patrons in a New York pub. Well stocked, I might add, with every shelf in the mirrored case behind him loaded with booze.
 
   “I’m not old enough to drink down here,” I lied. “I’ll take a Dr. Pepper if you have one handy.”
 
   “Well…. You’re in luck,” he said, after opening a refrigerator hidden from view and pulling out a glass bottle version of my preferred carbonated beverage. A rarity at home, I imagined it would be near impossible to procure glass bottles in this wee town of inhospitable restaurants and scarce grocery stores. “Now, how about that tour, gentlemen?”
 
   And, so began my initial exploration of the ‘Mays Mini-Castle’, as I have come to fondly refer to the place. The house was bigger than I pictured from the outside. From what Dad said, it rivaled the square footage of our famed antebellum sitting across the street. In addition to the turrets in front, there was a larger turret in the back of the house. Beautiful mahogany mantles and stained glass windows that were designed and installed by an apprentice of Louis Comfort Tiffany graced both floors. Julien joked that the seven windows themselves had recently been appraised for an amount three times the value of the rest of the house.
 
   After our tour, which ended with a brief visit to Julien’s office and personal library on the second floor, we returned downstairs to share another round of refreshments on the covered front porch and shoot the shit—what seemed to be a favorite pastime of Denmark. Surprisingly, the ceiling fans kept the sweltering heat and pesky mosquitoes at bay.  
 
   The heavy worry hanging over my father had been admirably hidden, until the news that the Mateis were seeking to invade our new stomping grounds. From the moment Mom had revealed what Julie Paris had told her at the beauty shop until now, his apprehension seemed to be worsening. In fact, I believe if Mom and her new lady friends had been any later in returning from their outing, he would’ve gotten smashed—and not unintentionally. I could tell that a remarkable bond was beginning to form between him and the guy I had found to be my favorite resident of Denmark. Julien’s lack of societal inhibitions made him almost irresistible.
 
   As it was, the conversation between the two men, that I got to occasionally participate in, had some amusing moments. Amusing and enlightening moments that specifically dealt with our neighborhood’s colorful past—including its recent history, which featured our surly neighbor on the Chaffin’s Bend side of our property.
 
   Most entertaining was the “Tale of the Four Harrys”. Harrison Crawford was considered the most cultured of the bunch, with his luthier skills, musicianship, and board membership for the locally prominent art school. The neighborhood fondly referred to him as ‘Music Harry’.
 
   ‘Music Harry’ and his wife, Jennifer, lived in a nice craftsman next to Julien and Meredith, on the right. A quarter mile away lived another ‘Harry’, whom we hadn’t met yet. Harold Gustafson. He and his wife, Betsy, and their daughter Sandra and her three kids moved from Wisconsin two years earlier and lived on the corner of Lafayette Avenue and Forrest Street—directly across from the art school that also faced the rear of our property. Their small bungalow’s backyard bordered the Dean’s backyard. Harry was viewed as one of the few dependable handymen in town.
 
   “The third Harry is the youngest, a black teenager,” said Julien, pausing to light a slim panatela. “He is the hardest working of the bunch, and might just be the brightest—of all of us. Harris Martin is the kid I mentioned to you over dinner the other night, and is the only dependable kid living around here—no offense, Sebastian. He lives with his mom across from the other end of the school, and would be in direct line of my front porch, if not for a damned magnolia blocking my view.”
 
   He grinned at his little joke about one of the majestic trees in our front yard, and it took my father a moment to catch the drift, and another to understand that what was said was strictly in jest.
 
   “So, he lives across from us, too? From the back edge of our property, I mean,” said Dad, pointing as if that would help Julien better see what he described.
 
   “Yes, I guess that’s true,” said Julien, nodding as if this was the first time he had considered the simpler way to describe where the kid, Harris Martin, lived.
 
   “You said there were four Harrys,” I said, drawing a raised eyebrow from Dad. “Who’s the fourth Harry?”
 
   “Why, I do believe you’ve already met him.” Julien subtly nodded toward the home of the crazy man with the kid who scowled just like his daddy.
 
   “So, that guy is a Harry, too?” I considered the irony of how the four Harrys were nearly aligned as a square surrounding our house.
 
    “Yes, sir,” he drawled, tapping out an ash into a nearby shrub. “That would be Harry Turner.”
 
   “Not Harold, Harrison, or Harris, I take it?” Dad snickered.
 
   “No, sir… He was born just ‘Harry’, with no middle name either.” A gleeful light danced in Julien’s eyes. “I guess the sort of laziness that has become part of Harry’s repertoire here in Denmark was passed on by his dear pappy from the day this particular Harry came squallin’ out of his momma.”
 
   Not knowing how to respond to that assessment, Dad and I smiled and looked back at the house littered with junk on the porch and throughout the yard. Meanwhile, Julien drew in a mouth full of smoke that he proceeded to exhale in a row of diminishing rings. Sometimes magic happens unconventionally in the world around us, without the aid of a wand or spell.
 
   “Your realtor, Julie Paris? What a sight for sore eyes she can be…. Especially on a day like the one where she went up to the Turners’ front door, intending to kindly ask them to clean up their shit, since the Clarke family wanted to make the highest impression on y’all.”
 
   “Seriously? Silvia and I scarcely noticed the crap out there on our initial visit. We only remarked about it on the day we came back to sign the final paperwork.”
 
   “And it didn’t scare you off?”
 
   “No. Silvia and my mother loved the house, and that was enough for me.”
 
   “I noticed,” I said, eyeing Dad with a pretend pout. “Why wasn’t I consulted about it?”
 
   “You think this is bad, son?” asked Julien. “You should’ve been here three years ago when Harry and his wife, Jolsteen, moved in. The place was bought at auction, so everyone around here was patient, knowing it would take some time to get settled and bring things up to the standard we are all trying to achieve and maintain…. But then old Harry Turner decided to pour two dump truck loads of horse manure in a big pile in his driveway, and shoveled all of that shit into the yard. Covered the grass completely, and from what I understand, he believed he was properly fertilizing his entire yard.”
 
   “Are you serious?” asked Dad in disbelief.
 
   “As a friggin’ heart attack.”
 
   “It’s a miracle it didn’t burn the grass all to hell.”
 
   “Actually it did, but not before sending swarms of flies everywhere in the neighborhood,” said Julien, pausing to sip his cocktail. “Ever since, we have referred to our four Harry’s as ‘Music Harry’ next door to us here, ‘First Harry’ for Harold near the school, ‘Black Harry’ for the nice kid at the corner of Forrest Street at Chaffin’s Bend, and… ‘Horseshit’ Harry for the asshole rulin’ the roost across the road from y’all.”
 
   We laughed for a good five minutes, and another hour’s worth of periodic chuckles followed. It was exactly what my father needed. He seemed at peace by the time we headed back to our side of Old Dominion.
 
   Peace. If only it were enough to protect us from the return of a deadly feud drawing closer; a conflict that could potentially consume Denmark and everything I was beginning to dig about the place.
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   A few days spent in worry, denial, and battle plans finally resolved itself in the reality that the Mateis bought the old Bresden place on DeWitt Street.
 
   Exactly one month to the date of our move to Denmark, the enemy threw down a gauntlet. And, from what my parents gathered from Julie Paris, the Matei family added twenty grand to help move Mrs. Leslie Porter out of her ancestral home by the closing date. The Code had meant very little to our adversaries since the unfortunate event of 1877. 
 
   As for the Bresden mansion? It once belonged to the wealthiest family in all of Herschel County. Located about a mile from downtown, the brick antebellum was the most notable showplace in western Tennessee—including Memphis—from what I gathered from the courthouse archives.
 
   Seven thousand square feet, with a ballroom on the third floor and eight bedrooms, five bathrooms, and a theater room. It wouldn’t be a paranoid statement to suggest the Mateis were trying to show us up. Not that I’m jealous… okay, maybe a tad envious about the theater room, and the Olympic-sized swimming pool in the back yard. But, like I alluded to earlier, we have the money to buy a dozen places like that and be ‘no worse for wear’, as folks also like to say down here. Really, money is no object for either clan, with millions stashed away in American currency and portfolios with investments spread throughout the world. Still, the lavish habits of the Matei family speaks to the compulsive one-upmanship that has hallmarked their behavior in the feud.
 
   The patriarch of this proud Romanian clan is Valerian Matei, born in 1494. Roughly the same age as my grandfather, the two were childhood pals. Both were born into two of five families that had been admitted into the Dark Realm by the naștere la întuneric ceremony, more than a thousand years before. By then, the lifespan expectancy of 640 years had been verified, and in strict accordance with the original traditions marriages were prearranged. Of course, since most witches and warlocks back in those days also had sentient gifts that told them who amongst the kids would be compatible, most of these marriages were successful unions.
 
   That’s how my grandparents became an item, as people like to say in modern times. It’s also how Irina Matei was betrothed to Valerian from the most wealthy of the clans—a family that disappeared from the face of the earth because they tried to cheat the devil of his dominion over the witch clans spread throughout the Romanian kingdoms at the time. Yes, I admit that this last part is likely nothing more than an old wives’ tale. But the family and its name did die out, and it is considered extremely bad luck to say this name, much less write it down. So, I won’t. 
 
   Three families exist today, one preferring the old ways in rural central Russia, far away from modern society and convenience. To protect their continued privacy and lack of interference from outsiders, their name will also remain a secret. In addition to Irina’s family, my Grandma Florin’s clan became extinct by the time our families traveled to the newly formed United States of America in 1801. We didn’t fly by broomsticks through wormholes across the Atlantic, as some might suppose. The intent has always been to blend in so we don’t stand out. Though it is difficult to kill us, it’s not impossible—especially if a mob of angry, superstitious people is involved.
 
   Thank God that Alisia and I were spared the brutal hardships of traveling by ship across the cold Atlantic. I can only imagine how much fun that was…. But I doubt it was ever as horrible as the conditions normal humans dealt with on a ship back then. Grandpa refers to that trip fondly. Grandma says his memory is tainted… although Dad says it had much to do with Grandpa’s turning the sea’s bitter water into the finest Chardonnay they had ever enjoyed. Unlike Grandma—and apparently the Mateis—Georghe Radu enjoyed the challenge of masking his hubris from the captain and crew.
 
   So, the two clans that arrived in America at the turn of the nineteenth century are the only ones to my knowledge with the sanctified distinction of being semi-immortals gifted in the dark arts, and able to enjoy all the earthly excesses that physical youth and vigor, and virtually unlimited wealth can provide them. Almost nothing is out of reach for us, with the right spells. Contrary to how this sounds, we don’t serve the devil. Belief in God and a final reckoning for all mankind still pervades everything we do, and always has. This is where The Code originated, and to my knowledge it’s strictly adhered to by most of our brethren throughout the world. 
 
   But, back to the Mateis…. 
 
   Irina was born in 1502. I’ve often thought she and Valerian look like brother and sister—more so than any other Romanian couple I’ve ever encountered. None of their children gravitated to such ‘alikeness’ in their marriages, as such a word defines the Matei American patriarch and matriarch physically. They seem only distinct in personality. Blonde with green eyes, Valerian’s hair is as long as Grandpa’s. It has something to do with the Samson tradition in the Old Testament, although Grandpa lets his wavy graying hair rest upon his shoulders like the Quaker Oats’ guy. Valerian wears his in a ponytail, which makes his chiseled features less Fabio-like than they’d be if he let it hang. Irina is more matronly, and frankly is sort of what Denmark is missing. There are very few high-class bitches as compared to the Chicago suburbs. Gotta keep things in balance, ya know.
 
   I won’t bore everyone with full genealogies, other than offering names and corresponding birth dates to make it easier to picture the alliances once shared between the Mateis and my parents and grandparents.
 
   Simion was my father’s buddy, born in 1715. He’s a dead ringer for his father, at least physically. Dad sometimes talks about missing him. After all, for roughly sixty percent of their three hundred year lifetimes they were as close as brothers. Their personalities were quite similar, too, from what I understand. But after the death of his youngest brother, Toma, something changed in Simion. He developed a mean streak that later endeared him to gangsters like Al Capone. Even so, according to Grandpa, Simion was part of the movement to make sure Capone never regained his Chicago crown when released from prison in 1939. Simion loved being the hidden backbone behind the deadliest Chicago crime syndicates, and became increasingly selfish in that role as his influence increased. 
 
   Magdalena, Simion’s wife, was another outsider brought into the fold—just like my mom. Drawn to the dark arts despite her strict Catholic upbringing, Simion found her during his travels in 1795 and wanted her to be his bride—to match the good fortune of my father and mother. Like my folks, they were teenagers in love—despite Simion’s seventy-eight years on planet Earth. However, unlike my parents, Simion has never been able to stay faithful. He loves the ladies, and his dalliances number in the thousands, from what I’ve been told. Apparently it has worsened since our families parted as enemies. He and Magdalena have appeared cold to each other the few times I’ve seen them together, like the forced marriages of old that didn’t work out so well. Only, in this case, Simion can’t replace Magdalena with someone else—his mother would never have it, since Irina has revered Magdalena as her own daughter. It’s eerily similar to Grandma’s view of Mom. 
 
   I think this is enough background to finally discuss what happened in 1877….
 
   What no one believed would ever befall any of us hit the Mateis that year. For reasons unknown to this day, Toma Matei, Simion’s kid brother, began to age and he did so rapidly. Not sure if the rumor of a counter spell to naștere la întuneric by a powerful Croatian wizard who hated Valerian has any merit, but in the end, the blame fell instead upon my grandmother’s head. When Toma’s condition had worsened to where the physically sixteen-year-old had seemingly overnight become his natural age of ninety-three, Irina sent for Grandma, who was just as frantic to find a way to reverse what was happening to the former youngster. By then, Irina and Valerian had tried every spell available, and the European Elders were also at a loss on how to fix this disaster. In fact, the Mateis thought there was nothing that could be done, and planned to travel to Europe in hopes of tracking down the wizard to make whatever amends were necessary to get him to recant the spell.
 
   But Grandma knew of a possible way to “bind the Devil’s hand’, as she put it. But it came with a cost. A human life—and not just any life—was required. It had to be a witch, or warlock. Not necessarily the semi-immortal kind, but one that practiced the same canon of dark spells. When a fellow countryman who had moved to America just before the Civil War, and who also had a softer version of life longevity became the candidate, Irina and Valerian canceled their plans to sail for Europe. The victim’s name was Sorin Gabon, and my parents have described him as a true pig of a man. He had previously blown both families’ cover, causing both clans to be chased out of Scranton, Pennsylvania by a superstitious crowd bearing torches and pitchforks—even in 1860. It’s how the two families ended up in Rochester, NY.
 
   Despite my grandmother’s suggestion, once it became time to apprehend this warlock for sacrifice she began to have misgivings. According to Grandpa, she anguished over the taking of another human being’s life. True, Gabon was a complete scuz-bucket (I really like that modern term, by the way). Endangering witches or warlocks from both families by exposing their true natures was a very real and serious thing… and an offense worthy of death, according to The Code. But the sanctity of all life wore heavy on her heart… just not heavier than her allegiance to her dearest friend, Irina Matei and her youngest child.
 
   The scheduled midnight ceremony to kill Sorin Gabon arrived on a clear, moonlit night in September. The warlock was tricked into thinking he would be made an equal of the Radus and Mateis. When the terrified man realized instead that his blood would be shed to save Toma’s life, he fought with all of his might to escape. Sorin called upon the demons and spirits he claimed to serve when his pleas for mercy from my grandparents and Irina and Valerian went ignored. Grandma has repeatedly stated it was almost impossible to ignore his cries, and she forced herself to focus only on her devotion to Irina and the base nature of this unscrupulous sorcerer. 
 
   Soon after Sorin’s throat was slashed and his blood mingled with sacred dust from the most ancient Romanian hills, and before my grandmother finished applying the muddy paste as a cross to Toma’s face and chest, my Uncle Manuel became afflicted with the same mysterious disease. Toma grew younger and Manuel took his place as an aged man. 
 
   I can scarcely imagine the spot my grandparents were in—Grandma was left with the horrible choice of either carrying out the final incantation and saving Toma, or watching Manuel suffer the same aging fate with no way to heal them both. She was torn and Grandpa has talked about how she turned away from them both, crying in agony, and praying out loud to the gods and goddesses of her forefathers to spare Manuel and Toma. Suddenly, Toma began to weaken again, and in turn, Manuel—his best friend in this life—quit aging. It was then obvious to all present that one would die and one would live—regardless of Grandma’s efforts to intercede. The death of Sorin Gabon proved needless, and in fact, was an ill-fated decision.
 
   Realizing she had made a horrible misjudgment, Grandma fell to her knees, refusing to choose, while Valerian, Irina, Magdalena, Simion, and all the Matei siblings and wives begged the same deities for Toma to be saved over Manuel. On our side, everyone else said nothing—stung by the Mateis’ overtly selfish response and badly frightened by what was happening.
 
   I’m told that Grandpa sought to comfort Grandma, ignoring everyone else, as she was beside herself with grief. Immediately, following his act of compassion, the ancient forces that preside over our unique race of mankind made their decision known. Manuel was spared. In a matter of minutes he fully recovered, while Toma not only reverted to the ripe old age of ninety-three years, but kept going until his bones and flesh wilted to dust. The last of his horrifying screams were nothing more than dry, empty rasps.
 
   My mother has spoken of a series of powerful wind gusts that swept through the clearing where this ceremony took place, gathering the lifeless body of Sorin Gabon and the dust of Toma and carrying them away. Once the wind and its contents had disappeared, so had the dear friendship between the Radus and the Mateis. Forever.
 
   Within two years, my family had moved under the threat of death at the hands of their former friends. My grandparents and Gabriel’s siblings fled to the Chicago area, and my parents crossed the Atlantic to Romania. At least that was the intent. As I stated near the outset of my story, my arrival while Mom and Dad rested in Paris was what brought them back to the United States and to Chicago. By then, the war between the Mateis and us had claimed mortal allies—dear family friends of ours. And although every attempt to kill a Radu in return for Toma’s death was rebuffed, to this day the Mateis and Radus are sworn enemies of each other.
 
   So, aside from a history lesson, why is this important now? 
 
   That Friday afternoon, Dad and I stopped at the local Kroger on the way home from a visit to nearby Fort Donelson’s battlefield, to pick up a few items that Mom forgot to buy from the local Wal-Mart Superstore. As we entered the grocery store, Valerian and Irina Matei were walking out. We should’ve noticed the Mercedes convertible with the Illinois vanity plates “Matei 1” in the parking lot. Or, at least discerned the cool charge that moves through the air whenever these witches and warlocks are near, like the coldness of an early spring rain about to drop a deluge.
 
   “How nice, Gabriel… Sebastian,” said Valerian, as Irina eyed us coldly. The age reduction mentioned by Grandma and my Mom must’ve progressed further, as the pair looked at worst pushing forty-five—a good ten years younger in physical terms compared to Grandpa and Grandma. “I guess you’ve heard the good news, no? Like you, we are now Denmarkians, I suppose. We certainly can’t be Danes… or are these southern people that ignorant to assume such a thing?” 
 
   My father merely nodded, drawing smirks from them both. 
 
   “Hmmm… maybe we should call ourselves Danes,” said Valerian, grinning with unbridled malice. “After all, long ago we were Romanians when we first set foot off the ship in New York. We became Americans that very day… remember? Now we can be Danes… some destined to thrive, and some destined to die…. Please give our regards to Georghe and Florin.”
 
   We watched them all the way to when they reached their car. Almost too afraid to move, I thought of the pair’s unquenchable thirst for revenge and slaughter, and the hundreds of victims they had taken life from during the past century alone. Valerian waved at us before driving away, and then my father and I staggered into the grocery store. The locals passed us without noticing much, despite our obvious tenseness. But outside, I caught several people looking up into the cloudless sky as if searching for signs of a coming thunderstorm they sensed in the air.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   As anyone can surely picture, the mood at the ole Atwater house was pretty glum on Friday night. Despite watching a few movies together as a family and playing Scrabble and Taboo, all of us were sitting on pins and needles. Waiting for a shoe to drop, or some sort of sorcery-based Molotov cocktail to come crashing through one of the front windows from our longstanding enemies.
 
   A ‘Welcome to Denmark’ housewarming gift of an ominous kind seemed likely… just a matter of when it would happen.
 
   With the exception of Grandpa and Dad, we retired earlier than usual. Our patriarch and his son kept watch through the night, spelling each other for catnaps when needed. Honestly, I expected to wake up to the same gloomy atmosphere and outlook the next morning. However, Grandma’s protective spells and infusion of positive vibes to the already warm feeling the house emitted on its own seemed to be working. Other than a brief unpleasant moment where we had to get after Grandpa again for sitting atop the eastern eaves of the Beauregard’s upper roof to watch the sunrise, Saturday truly had an optimistic feel to it. It only got better with an invitation from Julien and Meredith to join them that evening for a last minute, thrown-together, neighborhood barbeque dinner in their backyard. 
 
   Sounded like fun, and a great way to meet some of the other neighbors we had heard about—including the ones mentioned by Julien the day before. If nothing else, the distraction from our looming direct confrontation with the Mateis was a welcome event.
 
   It was nice to go outside without the prospect of yard work hanging over our heads, and Alisia and I spent time watching nearly a dozen kids chase each other with their bikes down Chaffin’s Bend. The surly ‘Horseshit’ Harry Turner came out once to shout at them, issuing a belligerent stream of profanity when they rode through the straw-covered front lawn he was apparently still nursing back to health after his infamous mistake from three years past. His surprisingly lucid vernacular shouted in rage made Alisia blush, though she’d likely deny it.
 
    Sadee and a few members of the school board stopped by to deliver the preliminary budget proposal for the fiscal year that would commence August 1st. I guess our astute and always inquisitive elderly neighbor noticed the six broomsticks lined up against the hall tree in the foyer, based on the conversation we caught part of as the board members decided to view the flower beds in the courtyard below the back porch where Alisia and I were taking in the local neighborhood action.
 
   “Are y’all plannin’ to fly away?” Sadee asked, good-naturedly, as she and the other three board members exited through the foyer door that opened up to the back porch. Dad and Mom were with them, and Sadee offered her warm infectious smile to add further levity to the joke. “I see you’ve got your broomsticks all lined up in there.”
 
   Everyone laughed, including Alisia and me, though our laughter was more subdued than that of the ‘adults’. Humor, it seems, is a generational thing despite my sister’s and my advanced ages in human terms. Repeating high school every year for decades had created a generation gap just as pronounced as the ones normal people dealt with.
 
   “As a matter of fact, all of us are ready to fly away on our broomsticks at a moment’s notice,” said Mom, smiling weakly. 
 
   More laughter. But if Sadee had a chance to get to know Mom better, she would likely have seen the hint of worry that had reappeared since breakfast. Meanwhile, Dad’s placid façade was holding up surprisingly well. And, yes, the broomsticks were out and ready, just in case we had to vacate the house and flee Denmark with little or no forewarning. It depended solely on the Mateis’ game plan.
 
   After Sadee and the board guys left, Dad told us he had been officially added as an officer serving the Nathan Bedford Forrest Academy for the Arts, or NBFAA, as the locals affectionately refer to the large three-story building looming above the rear of our property.
 
   “They want me to get familiar with their books, since I’ll be taking over as treasurer,” he said proudly. “I officially start the Monday following the Fourth, in two weeks.”
 
   “Congrats, Dad!” I said, while Alisia gave him a big hug. 
 
   Of course, this could all be rendered moot if the Matei threat worsened before he could be sworn in.
 
   “We would be better served to not think like that, Bas,” cautioned Mom, alerting me that her intuitions were on a heightened reconnaissance mission that morning. “In fact, Florin and I decided it would be nice to book one of the bigger pontoon boats at Kentucky Lake, and take a few friends out with us to see the really nice fireworks display they have here each year. Sadee raved about it, and when I called half an hour ago to try and rent a boat for the day, the nicer company we saw in the Yellow Pages told us they had just received a cancellation earlier this morning. Apparently they book up a year in advance for the July Fourth holiday. The fact we now have a reservation for a boat seems like the positive sign we’ve needed, in order to not panic about recent developments. So, let’s all take deep breaths, chill a moment, and live our lives like things will work out for us here in Denmark. If things don’t work out, or we find that the Mateis are especially aggressive this time around, we’ll reevaluate then.”
 
   Very sound advice, actually, and something the three of us nodded to with some enthusiasm. No doubt, Grandma was already in agreement with Mom’s thinking, and Grandpa said last night he had no intentions of leaving Denmark until he was ‘damned good and ready to move on!’”
 
   “So, I guess it’s time to get you two back into the yard and working again,” teased Dad, earning an immediate groan from my sis. “Just kidding… I think we’ll give one of the panhandlers who came by here the other day a shot. Sadee said to beware, since almost all of these guys have prison records.”
 
   “You’re not just assuming that because they’re black, right?”
 
   Count on me to not let a comment like he made just slide by.
 
   “No, Bas, I’m not,” he said, eyeing me as if I had just injured his feelings, though his smile remained mostly intact. “Apparently, Julien and Sadee told me there are white panhandlers out here, too. I would’ve hired whoever came by our house first, and seemed dependable to show up for the job—something that often doesn’t happen around here. But the guy named Andrew, who came by here yesterday, seemed sincere enough.”
 
   “Why not hire the kid named Harris, that Julien told us about?”
 
   “I tried… he’s booked solid through the rest of summer,” Dad advised. “His reputation as a smart, dependable worker has placed him in high demand around here. I just hope I don’t rue the day we hired you kids to tend the gardens. Julien said Harris was available two weeks ago, but has taken on several projects since that time.”
 
   “Sorry Dad,” I said, wishing very much that Harris had stopped by a month ago. Then again, I’d be missing a valuable reference point regarding ‘Horseshit’ Harry if Alisia and I had been spared the menial task. “How much were you going to pay us, by the way? This is the first I’ve heard of—”
 
   “I didn’t mean it literally,” he said, perhaps unaware he had cut me off. “There’s nothing either of you kids are entitled to that we wouldn’t buy for you. As long as—” 
 
   “It fits The Code,” I said, chuckling at the irony that our family and the Mateis had two very different views of the European Charter. I mean, does a law or guidelines have any teeth if it is rarely enforced? “Or, The Code as not interpreted by the Mateis.”
 
   Maybe it was unfair. But to Dad’s credit he eyed me thoughtfully without delivering the rebuke I admittedly deserved.
 
   “Well, regardless, you two are still on reprieve from the yard until further notice,” he said, largely ignoring me once Alisia erupted into more exaggerated gratitude. 
 
   Maybe that’s what he needed. Maybe it was what we all needed, especially as we shared a good laugh about the silliness of trying to look like the neighborhood kids, when in fact nobody else’s kids living along the streets bordering our property were doing the chores mentioned. Either they were young enough to be chasing one another on their bikes, or old enough to realize selling drugs can make a helluva lot more money than working at Burger King.
 
   Regardless, no one from around there was moving through a normal human being’s geriatric years while impatiently waiting to look old enough to buy a beer at Kroger or a local liquor store.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The barbecue was fun.
 
   The visit from Serghei Matei was not.
 
   Allow me to talk about the barbeque/neighborhood party first, or what started out as a party, and then was interrupted by a punk asshole, and finally restored to a pretty good time amid nervous glances.
 
   Not exactly the ideal way to enjoy a Saturday evening, but it certainly fit my spoken wish to the universe for a little more action and a lot less boredom in my ‘Denmarkian’ life.
 
   We arrived as a family at our new friends’ fabulous Victorian pad across the street just after seven o’clock that evening. Julien met us at the door, once again without us getting to experience the chimes that little Twyla Tidwell had complained about not hearing the previous afternoon.
 
   “Well come on in, my friends!” he enthused. Julien was already pretty lit, holding a tall glass with something stronger than his ‘preferred’ vodka and cranberry juice. Smelled like Jack n’ Coke to me…. His eyes carried the slight glint of an inebriated mind—not to mention a smile pulling painfully upon the sides of his mouth. He might’ve looked like the Joker from Batman, if not for his thick moustache, as he motioned for us to follow him through the kitchen to the back of the house. “Everybody’s outside, and Meredith is finishing up with the burgers… I mean, barbecue.” He laughed.
 
   “Well hello!” 
 
   Sadee waved to us from the far corner of a sprawling wooden deck lined with gas lamps and tiki torches. Professionally landscaped, the backyard was a smaller version of our yard, and I recalled skipping over it yesterday in favor of checking out the mantels and other woodwork upstairs. Now, I regretted not seeing the backyard in the daytime. A tall natural stone fountain fed a koi pond in one end of the yard, and a hot tub covered by a gazebo dominated the other end. Flowerbeds that would put ours to shame if Dad hadn’t ‘helped’ Alisia and me eliminate the weeds dominated the middle, beneath the shade of several enormous pin oaks and maples.
 
   “I’ve saved you a spot with me and Dan, along with Jennifer and Harrison,” said Sadee, when we arrived at the wrought iron table big enough to accommodate us and a few more people. “I hope you kids have brought your appetites!”
 
   “We did,” said Alisia. “Something smells great!”
 
   “Why don’t you and Bas grab something, sweetie, and we’ll go through the line in a moment,” Dad suggested, pointing to the line that had about twenty people. I recognized just over half of them, but only knew a handful by name. “I think I could use a drink like Julien’s.”
 
   Dan Dean grinned and raised a glass similar to Julien’s. It appeared that Jack n’ Coke was the preferred alcoholic beverage of the night. 
 
   “Gabriel, I think I’ll have one of those, too,” said Grandma to my father, which elicited a playful stern look from Grandpa.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned, woman—it’s about time you let your hair down!” he teased. “I’ll go get us a couple right now. How about you, Silvia? Would you care to make it a perfect foursome?”
 
   “I think I’d better pass on that, Father,” said Mom, tiredly. “If there is something lighter, like white wine, I’ll be happy with that.”
 
   “I’ll see what they’ve got, Sil,” said Dad, pausing to deliver an affectionate peck on her forehead. “Be right back.”
 
   Alisia and I headed for the food line, watching with envy as Dad and Grandpa stepped over to the Good Times line.
 
   “I can make us a few of those later tonight,” Alisia said quietly. “It really sucks looking so young sometimes. Ya know?”
 
   “Yep. Why must we be two teenagers in hell?” I hummed the words to the old fifties tune, Teenager in Love, tickling her ear from behind. She laughed. Hey, believe it or not, that was once our theme song from the end of the school year in 1959 until it became awkwardly dated for us in 1965.
 
   Meredith Mays smiled at us as we joined the serving line, and looked like she wanted to say something to me once we reached the spot where she stood.
 
   “I really like your house,” I told her, fearing what this woman could sense or psychically ‘see’ about my family and me. If she was anything like Mom, she likely understood the essence of what we were. And, if she wasn’t as gifted as my mother, she still might’ve picked up on the fact we were vastly different from what was considered normal among the mortal human race. “Your backyard is really cool, too.”
 
   She studied me with those unusual eyes of hers. Beautiful eyes, I might add… but a little spooky, too. She was wearing a gold and black top that evening, and I swear to Christ her irises that were blue or turquoise the other night were now completely gold in color. How in the hell was that possible? I drummed my fingers beneath my paper plate nervously at the thought she might be thinking the exact same thing about me and my true nature, or Alisia and hers, my parents and grandparents….
 
   “Julien said you’d like to play the organ,” she said, surprising me that it was the thing she mentioned from my earlier tour. “Maybe later you can play us something from Chicago.”
 
   She smiled knowingly, and I must confess that a slight chill crossed my spine. To my knowledge, no one in Denmark knew that I could play keyboards, and fairly well, though I hadn’t done so since the early 1970s when I was allowed to participate in a middle school jazz band. It suddenly made me wonder about Julien’s offer the afternoon before, which I had assumed was simply a bone thrown to a kid who might be curious what the old pipe organ sounded like.
 
   “I guess so,” I replied, feeling uncomfortable and determined to avoid her probing gaze. “Thank you for the sandwich.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Bas,” she said, while a slight smile seized her lips.
 
   “What was that all about?” Alisia asked as we moved to rejoin our parents’ protective aura.
 
   “I don’t know… maybe just an offer to play the organ.”
 
   “There’s an organ here? Like a big one?”
 
   “Yep. It’s frigging gorgeous, too.”
 
   “Ah, huh… Meredith is a lot like Mom, except she won’t be around in forty years,” said Alisia, wistfully.
 
   “I was afraid of that.”
 
   “What? That she won’t be around when I’m your age?”
 
   “No,” I said. “I mean I was afraid she’d be like Mom… and she certainly does seem like her.”
 
   Once we took our places at the table, I soon forgot about the awkward moment speaking to Meredith. From what I could tell, Mom and Grandma were unaware of it, too… or, maybe they didn’t consider what happened to be a big enough deal to worry about. They seemed to be enjoying the company and the liquor, and it was hard to determine which one they enjoyed most. After dinner and two helpings of Sadee’s blueberry cheesecake, some of the older adults began dancing to a medley of soft jazz, while Julien and Harrison were sharing something funny with Dad. 
 
   It was good to see him laugh, and even Mom appeared to be loosening up. The combination of new friends and a need to escape from thinking about the ominous confrontation ahead of us, perhaps? I worried about how much alcohol was being consumed, and I felt certain that before the night ended, either my parents or grandparents would start jabbering in Romanian. I even braced myself for that embarrassment.
 
   Meanwhile, I scanned the backyard, looking for the kid named Harris, whom I assumed would be the oldest child of a friendly looking African-American family sharing a table with Meredith and the Hamilton’s. I had glimpsed a black teenager ahead of my sister and me in the food line earlier, but now he was gone. Only the two younger kids remained, a boy and a girl. I would’ve liked to have met him and chatted for a bit, since Julien made him sound interesting. Not to mention, meeting the other two Harry’s had become a goal of mine since hearing Julien’s outrageously funny tale from the afternoon before. ‘First Harry’ could very well be in attendance, but until I was introduced I wouldn’t have a clue who he was.
 
   But, at least the other Harry—the horseshit version—was nowhere to be seen. Either he and his family were excluded on purpose, or his disagreeable ass decided not to show up.
 
   The party wouldn’t officially begin to wind down until after ten o’clock that night, according to what Dad told us that afternoon. But around nine o’clock, the roar of a sports car racing through the neighborhood and skidding through the intersection of Chaffin’s Bend and Old Dominion threatened to end things early, as it commanded everyone’s attention.
 
   “What in the hell?…” Sadee rose to her feet to investigate.
 
   Julien and Meredith moved to the edge of the backyard’s cedar fence, peering over it to try and catch a glimpse of the motorist who had slammed on the breaks two blocks down and was now speeding back toward us.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned,” said Julien, sounding amused. “I do believe this is the first Maserati I’ve ever seen in Denmark!”
 
   “Are you sure that’s what it is?” asked Harrison, casually, as he peered over Julien’s left shoulder. Harrison’s much shorter wife, Jennifer, stood nearby, as if waiting on his report. “It could be an Aston Martin.”
 
   Julien cut him an admonishing look, likely since it was merely splitting hairs between the two high-end luxury brands.
 
   “But, I do believe you’re right, Julien… it definitely sounds like a Maserati,” continued Harrison, once the black roadster gained speed. It screeched to a halt in the middle of the road, right smack in front of the Mays’ house and our place. A couple of crack dealers I recognized from their afternoons spent ‘working’ the nearby intersection of Depot Street and Chaffin’s Bend got out from the passenger seats. Then the driver’s side door opened.
 
   A slight gasp escaped from my grandmother’s throat. A tall, blonde stepped out and at first gazed at our place. Then he coughed twice while cuffing his hands around his neck like he was gagging, and slowly turned around to face us all, as we peered over the fence at this gangly miscreant. The gesture was obviously intended to insult and get a rise out of my family. It worked like a charm on Alisia. Before I or anyone else could stop her, she pushed her way past everyone and stormed through the gate. I ran after her, and soon found myself standing less than ten feet away from Serghei Matei, Simion and Magdalena’s oldest child. 
 
   “So this is the latest ‘slumland’ the Radus have crawled to?” he taunted, stepping to where he was spotlighted by the lone streetlamp that protected the intersection. His blue eyes were aglow with malice, matching his tone. “Truly, we should leave you to wallow in your mediocrity and incessant need for normalcy. Have you found the Pax Romana for your soul, Sebastian?”
 
   I was stunned. He and I had never spoken before—not ever in my entire life, which mimicked his…. I would’ve expected a ‘Hi, I’m Serghei’ to start things off nicely, and then the gloves could come off. Hell, they weren’t even strapped on before this asshole picked a fight!
 
   I heard my father and grandfather creep up behind me. But before any of us could defend our family’s honor, Alisia rushed him, forcing Serghei up against the hood of his car as she got in his face. An unsettling moment for my parents and grandparents, I couldn’t help but smile, since he was totally freaked out by my sister’s bravado. Certainly, he never expected to be challenged by a female, made worse when she began addressing him in Romanian. To all of our surprise, Serghei had no response. She moved to Latin and he seemed like he understood a little of what was said, but not enough for an effective comeback. 
 
   She huffed and walked back to us, looking disgusted with her hands on her hips.
 
   “This jerk-off doesn’t know the language of his homeland? And yet he crows like Commodus!” 
 
   He was about to get back into his car, but Alisia said this loud enough for him to whip around and glare at her. 
 
   As if she could sense his livid gaze, she casually looked over her shoulder at him and continued her verbal abuse.
 
   “Ce fel de inaltat sunt ai, ai cascata cat?” she shouted at him. For those unaware, that’s Romanian for ‘What kind of sorcerer are you, you pussy cat?’ 
 
   Serghi almost retaliated, and I could sense Dad and Grandpa tense along with me. The bastard was armed with a wand. I saw the sucker stuffed in his back pocket. He touched it, like a holstered gun or knife, until Grandpa swiftly moved to block the direct line between this Matei vermin and his beloved granddaughter. Then Grandpa produced a longer wand, seemingly out of thin air.
 
   “Don’t you have someplace you would rather be?” Grandpa’s tone matched the loathing in Serghei’s expression, which softened as the bested bully warily tracked the focus of my grandfather’s wand that was emitting small streams of amber sparks.
 
   Serghei nodded subtly, and Grandpa surely knew this was as good a surrender as he would get from him.
 
   “Then I suggest you be on your way,” said Grandpa, motioning for Alisia to rejoin us. “Oh, and would you be so kind as to drop off the trash at the police station that’s just two blocks away?”
 
   “Looks like they’ve got a new supplier,” I whispered to my sis. She chuckled and nodded.
 
   “Don’t worry, man… we’s on our way outta here,” said one dealer to Grandpa, to which his dreadlocked buddy nodded, grinning wide enough for the tips of his gold grill to sparkle under the streetlamp’s glow.
 
   Grandpa waited for them to make it halfway down Depot Street, where Denmark’s nefarious neighborhood lay, before turning his attention back to Serghei.
 
   “Give my regards to Valerian,” he said. “And as for you, young Serghei? If I catch you anywhere near this neighborhood again, you won’t have to worry about seeing a Radu ‘slumland’ ever again. Am I clear?”
 
   Serghei didn’t respond, other than to shift his angry eyes from Grandpa to me, and then to Alisia before getting into his ostentatious automobile. He revved the engine as he prepared to leave us… but my sister wasn’t through messing with him.
 
   Before he engaged the gears, I saw her subtly twist and point her right forefinger toward the rear of the Maserati. Two of the lug nuts on the left back tire twisted off and landed on the street. The car had lurched forward, but stopped. Serghei got out, and walked stealthily around the vehicle until he found the lug nuts lying on the street. He picked them up and cast one more menacing look towards Alisia while absently throwing the lug nuts at the wheel. I silently prayed no one else saw the little suckers spin back into place, and didn’t let up on that prayer until he had climbed back into the car and slowly drove away, the heavy rap music lingering in the air until the Maserati reached Woodard Street.
 
   Once the nuisance was gone, the reality of where we were and who had watched it all unfold hit me like the proverbial ton of bricks. Alisia faced the fence, and the whispered voices behind it, wearing an expression not unlike the wistful one from earlier that night.
 
   “Are they still there?” I asked her, knowing the obvious answer, but wanting a confirmation anyway.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are they looking at us like the congregation did at the Elmhurst First Episcopalian Church, back in 1947, after we put a zoot suit on Jesus hanging from the cross?”
 
   “Not quite… but close.”
 
   “Oh, shit.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Grandpa was dealing with his own awkward moment; still holding the wand that drizzled sparks like a newborn’s wee-wee. But unlike my sister and I, he wore a confident smirk.
 
   “Sorry about that, everyone,” he said, looking like Merlin with his long hair lifted by a gentle breeze, and holding his hands prayerfully in front of him with the wand hanging precariously while it leaked magic. “It is most unfortunate that a belligerent punk sought to crash tonight’s get-together. However, I am happy to inform you that we ran him off with what amounts to a party favor, or more accurately, a sparkler!”
 
   He held the wand up for all to see, as if they needed a reminder. A stronger stream of sparks began to flow, alternating between green, red, and blue. Laughs and a surge of applause erupted from the other side of the fence
 
   “It’s completely harmless and is sort of a gag deal, since it runs on batteries. I was hoping to show Julien in private tonight, since we have a surprise planned for everyone on the Fourth of July,” he continued, laughing too. I could feel him gaining confidence with his glorious fib. The fabrication was gaining strength as a believable yarn, and one that could easily become reality when aided by bits of truth and the power of a master warlock. “All of you are hereby invited to join us at Kentucky Lake, and I apologize that it is no longer a surprise that my daughter-in-law had planned to spring on everyone next week. We have rented a pontoon boat, and next week I will see if I can also book a pavilion to support the feast we’re planning. How does that sound, everyone?”
 
   More applause and Harrison leading a chant of ‘Here! Here!’. Even so, Alisia and I worried about anyone seeing what actually took place between her and Serghei. She whispered her regret to me that she should have left well enough alone when the jackass got back in his car after Grandpa’s awesome rebuke. Meanwhile, when we returned to the Mays’ backyard, most everyone seemed intent on rekindling the party. I was almost relieved… almost, because the bright glint in Julien’s ever-observant eyes didn’t seem liquor inspired. Nor was the intense look on Meredith’s face. And it wasn’t just these two we had to consider.
 
   “Well, I must say… we’ve never had anyone cuss like Julius Caesar in these parts,” Sadee remarked, teasingly. “Heck, I don’t know if I’ve ever heard anyone that comfortable with Latin whose not part of the priesthood. Know what I mean?”
 
   Unfortunately, we sure ‘nuff do, Ms. Sadee Dean! 
 
   Mom’s brief look of horror confirmed her fear that this sweet lady in her early sixties might be more on top of things than any of us previously assumed. But, hell, Sadee’s from Memphis, so that fact alone put her keenness above the homegrown natives I had met so far. As for our ‘damage control’ efforts, Mom’s fabricated story about this being a Romanian confrontation that started when a local boy decided to pick a battle after overhearing her and Alisia converse in Romanian the other day at the local Save-a-Lot appeased most of the gathering.
 
   Yet, there was no denying that a moment of reckoning awaited us—whether it came from the Matei’s or our astute neighbors who shared Old Dominion Road with us. Our flimsy cover was in real danger of being obliterated… and very soon.
              
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   The arrival of our thirty-third day in Denmark was marked differently than any of the previous thirty-two. The Mateis’ aggression toward us, so soon after arriving in Denmark, might’ve made that happen on its own. But the worry about what was seen and understood the night before was destined to hang over us like the smog clouds we’d see hovering over Chicago from time to time. Meaning, we would have to be extra careful for quite a while. At least for a few months was my guess.
 
   Whoever bought ‘Grandpa’s wand as a sparkler’ explanation, and had failed to see the Maserati lug nut incident, would likely forget the fracas by Monday. Those who didn’t, however, might never again regard us in the same light as they did before the Mays’ barbeque get-together.
 
   The silver lining for me was that it wouldn’t take long to know the verdict. Even though my sister and I remained relieved of our yard chores, I took it upon myself to trim the boxwoods that had begun to hang over the old iron ornamental fence that ran the length of our property on Old Dominion Road. Sweat soon drizzled down my temples from the ninety-degree heat and my T-shirt was getting damp. I kept an eye out for Sadee and Dan, Harrison and Jennifer, and of course Julien and Meredith. None of them so much as peeked out their doors, from what I could tell. Granted it was Sunday… but only Sadee and Dan went to church, as longtime members of the St. Michael Presbyterian Church, located just off the square in downtown.
 
   I began to think this was a wasted surveillance move on my part, since without the neighbors interacting with me, I couldn’t tell if the warmth toward us that had been there from day one had waned. As I stepped out onto the city sidewalk to nip the branches and leaves I couldn’t reach from inside our yard, a young man’s voice startled me from behind.
 
   “You’d be better served not to cut ‘em back too far,” said the man, a handsome African-American with warm brown eyes and a generous smile, and dressed in faded overalls. He looked maybe a year or two younger than me… but knowing that blacks tend to age better than whites, I considered the likelihood he might be in his early twenties. He shook his head amusedly, and I hoped it was because of my obvious lack of horticultural skills and not something he picked up from my thoughts. “I can show you how to do it quicker, if you’d like me to.”
 
   “Would it mean I’d have to pay you?” I asked warily, thinking about the bitch session I heard last night at one table, where two older ladies from around the block talked about the clever cunningness of some of the neighborhood’s panhandlers. “I can figure it out myself… with practice, I’m sure.”
 
   “I’d imagine so,” said the dude, laughing lightheartedly. “I suppose you’d make an easy mark if I was one of them. If I was a damned panhandler.”
 
   I wasn’t expecting that response, and wasn’t sure how to react.
 
   “I live down the hill on Chaffin’s Bend with my mom, and Julien told me that y’all might be needin’ some help around here,” he continued, stepping toward me and motioning for me to give him the hedge shears I was holding protectively. “‘Name’s Harris Martin. May I?”
 
   “Sure.” I shrugged and handed him the shears. “Do you need the gloves, too?”
 
   “Nah… I’ve been doing this shit for so long, my calluses don’t need any protection. Should just take me a few minutes…. Watch what I do, and the next time you’ll have it down pat.”
 
   So, this was the third Harry that Julien told Dad and me about. It wasn’t the same guy I glimpsed the night before, and I felt ashamed that I had assumed the only upstanding African-American family in the neighborhood was this kid’s family living near the bottom edge of our property. Obviously, there were others that weren’t part of the ‘hood’; or if they were, they weren’t like the punks living nearby, dealing drugs and befriending our mortal enemies.
 
   “Sebastian Radu,” I introduced myself. “But my friends call me Bas.”
 
   I extended my right hand, and he moved the shears to his left hand so he could accept my offer of a handshake.
 
   “Glad to know you, Bas,” he said.
 
   “Same here…. So show me what I need to do.”
 
   By the time Harris finished his five-minute demonstration, I had picked up most of it. I’m sure it seems like a warlock should be able to master anything with little or no instruction and practice. That’s true only if we are relying on spells to get us through our earthly existence. But to learn an actual skill or develop a natural talent takes the same motor training activities that any other human being must master. True to my family’s aspirations, I wanted to be as much like everyone else as possible. Spells were for emergency use, only… or mostly.
 
   “Tell your dad that it looks like I’ll have time to flush the drain spouts and reattach the gutters that have come loose in the back of your house,” Harris told me, before moving on to his original destination further down Old Dominion. “I used to work for the Clarkes when they lived here. So, I know your place really well and can repair almost anythin’.”
 
   “I’ll do it. In fact, I’ll tell him as soon as I’m back inside the house.”
 
   “Sounds good. We’ll be talkin’ to you soon, Bas.”
 
   “I look forward to it, Harris.”
 
   I’m not sure why my heart felt uplifted, as people tend to come and go frequently in my world, and it’s the same deal for Alisia. Maybe it’s because I had only identified with one Denmark resident thus far, and that being Julien Mays. But I honestly looked forward to visiting again with this kid, Harris Martin, hopefully very soon.
 
   I turned to re-enter the gate, anticipating Dad’s surprised reaction to my encounter—unless Mom had already told him. To my surprise, Julien was stepping onto the sidewalk from the street. I didn’t even hear him step out of his house or make it through his gate. Guess he could add ‘approach of a ninja’ to his other impressive skills.
 
   “I see you’ve finally met Harris,” he said, extending his hand to me as I had to my new friend a short while earlier. “You just had a trimming lesson from Denmark’s finest.”
 
   “Yeah… I believe so,” I agreed, returning his friendly smile with one I hoped was just as pleasant and didn’t reveal my sudden anxiety under his scrutiny. “What brings you out on a hot afternoon? No pressing writing assignments?”
 
   He laughed. Dressed in a white T-shirt and jean cutoffs, along with his favored sandals, he looked cooler than I felt at the moment. Chicago had its share of heat and humidity, but it’s nothing compared to the sweltering heat in late June that apparently pervades much of the south. I felt like I was about to melt, or spontaneously combust.
 
   “Sometimes it does me good to get out… let the ideas percolate,” he said. “And the ideas can be really random sometimes. Random ideas lead to crazy thoughts and even crazier questions….”
 
   He paused to look up at my house, and I followed his gaze. It stood majestic, stoic, and quiet… as if listening in on our conversation. Was Mom, Grandma, or even Alisia listening in, too? I couldn’t detect anyone near the windows, and everything was closed up as tightly as Fort Knox, to keep the tyrannical heat from seeping inside.
 
   “Have I mentioned anything about the ghosts in our house, yet, Sebastian?”
 
   “You have ghosts in your house?” I wasn’t completely surprised that a bestselling horror author would talk about ghosts—hell, he had brought it up not long ago in our house. But I’m sure most people would agree that his broaching the subject of ghosts residing in his house at that casual moment was at least strange… if not ‘left field’ bizarre.
 
   “Yes, we do… three to be exact, which gives us two less than you have,” said Julien. 
 
   I reacted with a blank expression.
 
   “Oh come now,” he persisted. “You’re going to act like you don’t believe in spirits, or that you’ve never felt anything odd going on in your lovely home? The spirits inside your house are benign, and everyone who steps inside the place feels welcome. Surely you do, too. Meredith sees Sophie Atwater in all her Victorian finery in the ladies parlor nearly every time she steps through your front door…. You ever feel like someone’s watching you?”
 
   “Inside the house?”
 
   “Why, of course. No need to act coy.”
 
   I didn’t believe I was acting coy. But I also didn’t like thinking of Mrs. Atwater hanging about, watching my family move through our daily activities. In all honesty, spirits can be a disconcerting nuisance for warlocks and witches. And, hearing more about this ghost made me wonder why my folks didn’t wait to have the house cleansed before moving in. Especially, since it has long been assumed in our circles that residential spirits can have an adverse impact on spell casting.
 
   “I can tell from the look on your face, Sebastian, that you’ve sensed something in there,” said Julien, chuckling again. “Ned Clarke used to tell us he would hear the brushing of her gown against the Persian rug in the parlor, when he was working late at night, and could almost picture Sophie watching him finish the day’s paperwork from the doorway. I’d bet you and your dad have sensed something similar by now.”
 
   Impressed by the humorous delivery of this little tale, I laughed with him, hoping to hide my nervousness about learning the previous owner could also hear the rustling of the dress. I had heard it just three nights before, in fact. 
 
   “There might be someone there, I guess,” I confessed, afraid of how much to reveal to this man, this author, who seemed to possess a keen sense for bullshit. “But you already knew that from what Mom talked about the other night.”
 
   He nodded thoughtfully and cast an almost longing gaze toward the windows of the haunted front parlor.
 
   “Yes…. She did talk about it, and I now know how much eavesdropping you and Alisia did that night,” he said. A soft twinkle danced in his eyes, one that spoke of orneriness. “Speaking of Alisia… what she pulled off last night was quite impressive.”
 
    I noticeably stiffened. But at least the mystery of what was discerned the previous night had been answered.
 
   “But it’s nothing compared to your grandfather’s magical skills.”
 
   A sudden lump formed in my throat. Julien laughed warmly and patted my shoulder.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, son. Meredith and I will forever keep this knowledge to ourselves,” He assured me. “People like to talk around here, but it’s often innuendo and rumor about an author and his wife that reside on Old Dominion Road. I’m sure they’d regard a statement like the one I just made as pure fantasy. And they would still think that way even if they someday saw the old man floating up to the Beauregard’s roof and back down again. Regardless of what they or anyone else might think, at least your grandfather enjoys one helluva view.”
 
   He patted my shoulder once more and headed back to his side of the street.
 
   “We can continue our conversation about ghosts and what really goes on inside your wonderful home some other time,” he called to me, just before reaching the other side of the road. “Always a pleasure, Sebastian. Give my warm regards to everyone, and we’ll talk soon!”
 
   I almost asked him about the ghosts residing in his house, but instead, I said nothing. I waited for him to step inside his front door before heading up the long walkway to my front door. Along the way, Julien’s words repeated in my head, and I was struck by two of them the most. ‘Wonderful’ and ‘home’ seemed especially incongruous together. I couldn’t see a way to view the pair any differently.
 
   Not as long as our secrets were known and old enemies prowled the neighborhood.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you want to go through with this, Grandpa?”
 
   “Yes,” he told me, stepping out of the passenger’s side of the Mustang. We had just arrived at Harrison Crawford’s banjo repair shop and music store, cleverly named Needful Strings. “It’s important to do what we can to make the ‘unusual’ and ‘strange’ blend in with what is commonly accepted in society.”
 
   In other words, camouflage the artifacts of magic, I thought to myself. Seriously, that was the phrase I had often heard in the past, when we lived in suburban Chicago. It was especially true whenever the neighbors began to regard us suspiciously.
 
   I stepped out of the driver side, pressing the alarm button on the key ring to make sure the car was locked tight and secure. Harrison’s swanky little banjo shop might be located across the street from the biggest Christian landmark in the city, the First Southern Baptist Church of Denmark (which literally took up two full city blocks when including the parking lots), but that hadn’t deterred the nefarious element of the city from breaking into cars parked along Rufus Street—even in broad daylight. Even Grandpa pulled the violin case he brought with him closer to his chest, protectively.
 
   “Well, isn’t this a surprise!” said Harrison, from behind the counter, where he worked on his latest banjo restoration project. He hadn’t looked up until we were standing directly in front of him, despite the bell above the entrance jingling as we stepped inside his place. “I thought you might never get around to accepting my invitation last month to pay me a visit, Georghe. So, you brought me a violin to take a look at?” 
 
   He laughed playfully, and the look in his light green eyes betrayed prior knowledge about what lay inside the old, beat-up case. He brushed aside his dark brown bangs that defied the fact he had recently celebrated his sixtieth birthday.
 
   “I brought one of the conductor batons I told you about,” said Grandpa, casually looking over his shoulder both ways before setting the case on an open space on the counter. “After seeing pictures of the most recent banjo you added the mother of pearl inlays to, along with your signature art style, I decided it was time to pay you a visit.”
 
   “From the pictures my oldest boy Samuel showed you the other night?” asked Harrison. “At the barbeque at Julien and Meredith’s place?” 
 
   “Yes,” Grandpa confirmed.
 
   “You want pointillism or standard, as far as the painting is concerned?”
 
   Harrison opened the case, revealing the wand. Nearly eighteen inches in length, the wand’s actual measurement was a cubit. An appraiser in 1940 mistakenly thought the rosewood wand, which came from an ancient Romanian spruce in a forest that no longer existed, was a mere five hundred years old. I can assure anyone that the wand is more than twelve hundred years old… but it has rarely seen the light of day.
 
   He gently lifted it out of the case and brought it near to his eyes for a closer examination. I held my breath, despite Grandpa’s earlier assurances at breakfast that he had cast a spell after midnight to ensure the wand remained dormant until after the artwork was added and he had reclaimed it. That was how Tuesday, day thirty-five, began in our household. Needless to say, we were all curious as to why Grandpa picked that particular moment to do this—especially since it meant disarming one of the most powerful wands in our family with the Matei crisis threatening to get worse. 
 
   But at least we didn’t have to coax him down from a rooftop that morning.
 
   “I prefer the pointillism, since it is what sets your artistic approach apart from anyone else I’ve ever seen,” Grandpa advised. “But I realize it could run you into some extra time doing it. Money is no object, as I value the workmanship you are known for…. How long would it take to place the inlays in this fashion, and paint the symbols I mentioned before?” 
 
   Grandpa pulled out a piece of folded notebook paper bearing symbols he had carefully drawn. My pulse quickened as I recognized them, shaking my head subtly. Grandpa must’ve recently decided to go against what he promised my father, since the notion of camouflaging magical aspects of this powerful wand was a load of bull. It would soon be something along the lines of the classic magician’s wardrobe and instruments featured in The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. 
 
   “You mentioned at the time you were planning to have it ready for Halloween this year,” said Harrison, still studying the wand. “That would give me enough time to make sure it was perfect for you.”
 
   Grandpa took out his wallet and removed a wad of one hundred dollar bills, counting out ten and placing them on the counter.
 
   “How much would sooner be if I include an ‘appreciation bonus’ like this?”
 
   An awkward tension suddenly filled the air around us, and I believe it was mostly due in part to Harrison’s surprise and my horror. Seriously, the feeling intensified noticeably, to where a low electric current was palpable to all of us—even Harrison, if he had known instinctively how to define it, as we did.
 
   “Well… I suppose I could have it ready for you by August,” said Harrison, smiling nervously. “I’m not used to being enticed like that, I’ll admit. Good work can only be rushed so much.”
 
   Grandpa eyed him thoughtfully for a moment, then smiled and nodded. A deal had been struck.
 
   “That will be fine. And, this is on top of what you normally charge,” Grandpa told him. “I don’t want you to make any exceptions based on our friendship. I pay honestly and fully, always.”
 
   “Well, I don’t mind doing a discount,” said Harrison, and an impish glint appeared in his eyes. “And, you wouldn’t have to go gangster on me to get it.” He laughed.
 
   Grandpa and I laughed, too, while the tenseness that was beginning to relax quickened around us again, like an anaconda squeezing its prey. To distract myself, and hopefully pull the uncomfortable energy back down, I gazed at the shop walls around me, more impressed by the pointillism art pieces that would go for tens of thousands in New York and other art meccas, but were merely part of the decor and charm of Needful Strings. Haunting profiles and melting clocks spoke to Harrison’s preference of themes dealing with time and aloofness—at least that’s my interpretation. Though admired in the music biz as a meticulous luthier, I felt Harrison had missed his calling as a world-class painter, locked in the obscurity of this southern rural town. I’d bet my sorcerer future that the man could be a millionaire tomorrow, if he packed up the paintings in the shop alone and carted them to the Big Apple….
 
   “I would never go gangster on a friend,” teased Grandpa.
 
   “Oh no? Then what’s with the violin case—it looks like the ones the Chicago crime bosses once toted their Tommy guns in.” Harrison gently set the wand back inside the case, closed it and carefully set the latches before placing it inside a secured cabinet next to his workbench. 
 
   “I guess it does,” said Grandpa, coyly, acting as if he had never considered that observation before. “This case did belong to Al Capone once…. I suppose the world is safer with a baton in it instead.”
 
   More laughter shared between the two of them, while I looked on, still wondering why my grandfather wanted to alter a cherished family relic in the first place. The only good thing was Harrison had no idea the wand had been a warlock’s sacred and cherished tool for more than a millennium, instead of the orchestra director’s version Grandpa purported it to be.
 
   When we returned to the car, and on our way to take care of some other errands before meeting the rest of the family for dinner at the most tolerable restaurant in town, I asked him if he was sure this was the right decision.
 
   “Yes… it is, Sebastian,” he said. “It’s always good to have an insurance policy in case things don’t go as planned.”
 
   “Meaning what?” 
 
   “Meaning we need something stronger than what our enemies expect in our back pocket, so to speak. Just in case the Mateis have brought more firepower than they had the last time we faced them. Showing that we have the upper hand might buy us years of freedom. Now, we just need to find a way to hold them off until August.”
 
   That’s what I was afraid of. It’s also the only thing I could think about while gathering several new azaleas for the gardens to replace the ones the deer had eaten, and a second purchase of Roundup for the pesky weeds coming up through cracks in the brick walkways around the house. Oh, and birdseed for the songbirds that Mom and Grandma had grown fond of during the past few weeks.
 
   Every bit of it easily taken care of by magic… but not for this wand ‘teetotaling’ family. 
 
   It was nearing six o’clock when we finished loading everything in the trunk and backseat, and by the time we arrived at the Southern Comfort Inn restaurant, my parents, sister, and Grandma were waiting for us in the parking lot. I parked next to the Escalade and was about to get out, when I noticed a foursome from the Matei clan approaching us on foot. Serghi and Simion led the way, along with two other Mateis I had not seen in nearly eighty years: Simion’s younger brothers, Serafim and Cristian, better known as the ‘blue-eyed demon brothers’ from Prohibition lore in Chicago. 
 
   Last I heard, they had been banished to Europe for mischief and violence that was even too much for Valerian Matei’s stomach.
 
   The warlocks were dressed in full Gothic wardrobes—summer style—like a quartet of bikers. Vests, chaps, and heavy black boots… along with chains jingling from their belts and footwear. I smiled at the thought that Serafim and Cristian could pass for twin blonde rockers, though instead of switchblades and guns, they carried gold handled wands with intricate artwork engraved along the shafts—similar to what Grandpa had commissioned for his wand just two hours earlier. The wands were at the ready, and no doubt, they intended to use them on us… or maybe kill a few innocent bystanders. After all, the Mateis had grown increasingly malevolent the past few years, and certainly could give a rat’s ass about riling up the locals with a few casualties. Arresting these guys would be futile, since they’re not easily subdued, and nearly impossible to kill by normal means before their lifetime naturally expires. Ambushed with the right spells to disarm would be the only way to defeat this brand of witch or warlock; and as far as I knew, Grandma had left all of our other cherished wands locked up at the house in what used to be a gun safe we bought from the Clarkes. For the moment, none of us were armed.
 
   The final revenge for the death of Toma Matei could happen in the next few minutes, and I could sense the growing tension inside the Escalade.
 
   Grandpa urged me to stay inside the Mustang, but I got out anyway.
 
   “So, only the youngest rodent from the Chicago line of Radus is brave enough to meet his fate?” taunted Simion, as the quartet separated to form an arc around us while they stealthily closed in. 
 
   Simion and Serghei pulled out their wands as well. Though standard mahogany versions that lacked the ornamentation of Simion’s siblings’ wands, they were deadly enough. Meanwhile, curious patrons in the parking lot paused to watch the confrontation unfold. Surely they felt the dangerous presence of the warlocks, but lacked the sense to flee…. Like deer aware of a hunter’s pointed rifle from a hidden perch in the woods, but then remain frozen where they stand until bullets have found their mark.
 
   “Sebastian is braver than any of you!” replied my father, who had slipped out of the SUV with my mother and grandmother behind him. Grandpa had also managed to exit the car with only a pair of light clicks to announce the passenger door had opened and closed. “There is no need for violence… and the Elders assured us this morning that they would bring severe justice to you all if bloodshed came to the streets of Denmark.”
 
   “Ha! Like that means anything!” chided Serafim. His voice had taken on a noticeable eastern European accent since the last time I had been in his presence, just before Elvis Presley became king of America’s pop culture. “Bloodshed is owed to us, and being that it has been unpaid for one hundred and thirty-seven years, we believe the debt now requires two Radu lives, instead of the one for Toma.”
 
   “Then take mine,” said Grandpa, deftly sliding over the hood of the Mustang to join me. I glanced around to see if the small crowd of onlookers gathered a hundred feet away had witnessed his graceful, but unnatural, movements. “As patriarch, my life is worth two lives.”
 
   He stepped in front of me and then approached them. He would be face to face with Simion within a minute.
 
   “If only an old man dying would be worth half as much as a young life snuffed out unjustly,” said Cristian, picking up from where his brother left off. “Toma’s soul clamors revenge, and it needs to be someone younger…. How about the young chick in the Caddy? She might provide a little fun for us all first, and then we can watch her age and die as a withering old hag!”
 
   “How about you go screw one another instead!” I shouted in anger, incensed by the insult to my sister and disrespect shown to my grandfather. Meanwhile, Grandpa stepped in front of me and silently invoked a shield that prevented me from slipping around him to go after these assholes.
 
   “Don’t, Sebastian!” Mom cried, when I figured out a way to elude the shield, while my grandfather sought to tackle me in panic. I could hear Dad and Grandma join her in running toward us, and the sound of the Escalade’s passenger door opening and slamming announced the fact Alisia would soon be on her way, too.
 
   You damned fool! Did you intend to get everyone killed?!
 
   Spurred on by raging anger, I wasn’t thinking clearly… and hadn’t considered the consequences of a rash move against a heavily armed and aggressive foursome.
 
   Simion nodded pompously while Serghei laughed meanly. Both raised their wands in preparation to cut me down as I stormed toward them. I don’t think I fully understood the unstable thoughts and emotions that propelled me. However, in this ill-conceived moment of bravado I did realize the likely result of such foolhardiness, and took a deep breath as I prepared myself to become the sacrificial lamb the Mateis sought. No, I’ve never had a death wish… but something inside clicked on. Maybe it was the fact I could never live with myself if anyone in my immediate family perished that afternoon, and I had done nothing to try and prevent it.
 
   In the few seconds that separated me from the afterlife, a sudden shimmer throttled the air. While it certainly had to be detectable by warlocks, witches, and mortals alike, only those unnaturally alive were thrown to the ground. The local bystanders remained standing, gazing at us with their mouths hanging open, and perhaps more perplexed by the fact we were all prostrate while the air around them crackled with energy. Correction, they stood, along with a pair of familiar newcomers who seemed to materialize out of nothing. The two men strode toward us with drawn wands gleaming as brightly as Serafim’s and Cristian’s gilded weaponry.
 
   “Why are you in a hurry to be banned to Sheol?” shouted the taller of the pair, a bearded man with hair as thick as Dad’s and as long as Grandpa’s. His dark brown eyes flashed with anger, and a coolness bearing a similar menacing power to the Mateis emanated from him. I say similar, but this one’s air of danger was much more pronounced. “It seems I should not have spared your lives in Istanbul three summers ago, Serafim and Cristian!”
 
   “We haven’t harmed anyone yet, Adrian, so your references to mercy are meaningless!” Cristian shot back. “Your Code does not apply here.”
 
   “Say again, Cristian? I pray that you reconsider, since vile, murderous thoughts are indeed treated the same as deeds by the Elders’ Council!” this man named Adrian replied, whom I now recognized as Dad’s older brother. “Prepare to receive your justice!”
 
   In an instant, he disappeared from view and then reappeared inside the arc. With speed that my eyes struggled to follow, he disarmed all four Matei warlocks. Uncle Adrian brandished his wand perilously close to Serghei’s neck as he held the youngest Matei against his chest. I’ve always considered Simion to be as selfish a man as has ever lived, and I expected him to care only for his own survival. He fell to his knees, quivering in fear and surely destined to be a source of embarrassment for his two younger brothers looking on painfully. But instead of pleading for mercy on himself, he entreated Adrian to only spare Serghei’s life.
 
   My uncle’s expression softened. Likely he was just as surprised, and a murmur swept through my family, still gathered near our automobiles. All of them repeatedly called to me in hushed voices to scurry back to them. But I felt compelled to watch the drama play out between the Mateis and this warlock they all seemed to fear.
 
   “All right… I will spare your son this time, Simion. But only if you leave now, and you give me your word to avoid my family at all costs,” said Adrian, his tone frigid, and his eyes aglow with supreme anger. “The three of you leave first through the wormhole your brothers have been using since they arrived in the United States last night. I will send Serghei afterward, safe and sound…. But any trickery, or if I hear so much as another whim for revenge from any of you, then prepare to bury his headless body that will follow you out of the wormhole. Am I clear?”
 
   Simion glanced nervously at his son before eyeing my family and me with restrained wrath. He nodded his consent to Adrian’s demand. If he had entertained thoughts of trying anything cute against my uncle, it ended once the other man—who I now recognized as my other uncle, Manuel—suddenly appeared at Adrian’s side, with his wand drawn.
 
   “Then, be gone!” Adrian commanded.
 
   Simion and his brothers raised their unarmed hands above their heads and a moment later their broomsticks appeared, passing over our heads so quickly that they weren’t visible until they arrived in each warlock’s palms. The trio boarded their rides and rose into the air above the parking lot. Then they rocked toward what at first appeared to be a small, rain laden, storm cloud nestled in a low-lying cloudbank in the early summer sky at sunset. 
 
   Adrian released his grip on Serghei, and said something inaudible to me. Whatever Adrian told him was strong enough to obliterate a nervous smile tugging at the corners of Serghei’s mouth. The youngest male in the American Matei clan nodded solemnly to whatever my uncle told him, and then reached an open hand into the air until his broomstick arrived. He jumped on the broomstick and flew toward the same destination in the sky as his kindred warlocks moments earlier.
 
   Hard to tell if the small crowd of restaurant patrons noticed anything more than the four warlocks disappearing into the purplish, glowing wormhole that suddenly opened up as a fissure among the clouds to accept each one. I’d say it’s safe to assume their minds quit comprehending a sight that all of them last deemed possible as young children at Halloween. I incorrectly assumed this was Adrian’s and Manuel’s perspective as well, even though they made light of the event while motioning for us to join them inside the restaurant.
 
   “Well? You were planning to meet us here for dinner, Gabriel… or did you forget?” Manuel chided playfully. 
 
   The embarrassed look on Dad’s face said he had indeed forgotten. However, my family had been expecting my uncles, aunts, and cousins to arrive at any time. Maybe the details were never finalized completely as my uncle assumed.
 
   “It is but a small matter,” said Adrian, stepping over to my father and wrapping his arm around Dad’s shoulder, and leading him toward the entrance and the two- dozen wide-eyed witnesses to what just happened. “Let’s go inside and get a table… shall we?”
 
   “Sounds good to me!” Alisia enthused.
 
   My sister led the way, almost skipping, and obviously enjoying the wary expressions on the faces of Denmark’s mortal citizenry. Dad and Grandpa were chumming up with Adrian and Manuel—family we had not seen in person in nearly two decades since they moved back to Romania, and then traveled throughout Europe—while Mom and Grandma pulled up the rear with me.
 
   “Don’t believe everything you see!” Adrian advised the crowd, soon after they had parted for us like the Red Sea had once done for Moses. He motioned with his wand to both sides, whispering a barely audible incantation. Meanwhile, his persona of power and anger had melted into something much more docile, like a lion transformed into a domestic kitten. “Much of what you see every day is an illusion…. Learn to see between the lines, to define what is really happening, and what is not. And, remember this: what you thought you saw today wasn’t real. It has no importance.” 
 
   He offered a generous smile to all and slipped his wand inside a holster attached to his belt, as Manuel had done similarly with his wand moments earlier. Then he held the door open for us all to enter the restaurant. The faces I saw at that point looked distrusting, which made me worry that his spell hadn’t worked on everyone. But the fact that each person returned his infectious smile with their own smiles told me the few fully cognizant witnesses would likely soon forget what had happened that evening. Or, at least they wouldn’t talk about it much in public.
 
   Unless it happened again… or something worse came about. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   My uncles staying with us proved to be a double-edged sword. 
 
   Knowing we were safe for the time being from any surprise attacks from the Matei clan brought an incredible sense of relief… true peace. We slept soundly for the first night since learning our archenemies had not only located us, but intended to reside in the same town. In Chicago, they preferred the stately neighborhoods, and had never visited Wheaton… at least not to my knowledge. Although, I suppose a random fly-by, or even a drive-through of our neighborhood without our awareness was possible. Not likely, but hell, Valerian and Irina briefly accomplished that feat at the local Kroger in Denmark. Anything was possible.
 
   So, what do I have to bitch about, one might ask? 
 
   Well, for starters, despite having forty-five hundred square feet inside the house, the previous owners rehabilitated the house from the brink of a wrecking ball to accommodate them comfortably… as in ‘perfect for two’ people. Not so much for more than that. As a result, maybe two or three guests could stay in the house with us, but any more than that would mean air mattresses or sleeping bags for anyone else. The four functional bedrooms housed my parents and grandparents on one side of the house, and my sister and me in the remaining bedrooms on the other side. Eventually, we planned to finish the servants’ quarters across the courtyard in the back. We could even add a bedroom or two to the barn whenever Dad and Grandpa got around to securing and restoring the damned thing before it crumbled to the ground. I might add here that it was the only part of the property still in serious disrepair when we moved in.
 
   But, the point of all this is that having Adrian and Manuel share our home made things a bit crowded. Even when Grandpa and Grandma relented to their request to move up into the unfinished attic—which from what Dad said, also allowed them to use their ‘higher magic’ to create a miniature palace of sorts—I still felt cramped. Maybe it was envy on my part, since these two warlocks had mastered the use of dimensional reality, time, and space to such a degree that they could create a Bali-like resort inside the scaled down confines of a shoebox if they so desired, and live quite comfortably in such a modified world. Hard to picture, I know. It brings back memories of the I Dream of Jeannie TV show from the sixties for me.
 
   Perhaps I would’ve been fine with such an arrangement, if it had consistency. However, having the two suddenly show up in the upstairs spa bathroom while I showered seemed like something I’d never get used to. It was the same deal for Alisia, as I heard her scream when Manuel popped in while she was using the bathroom. Apparently, such moments are viewed quite differently in Eastern Europe. Not to mention, both of my uncles were born when modern privacy standards were a whimsical wish. It definitely made for a difficult adjustment—particularly for Alisia and me.
 
   “How long do you expect them to be here?” she asked me worriedly, at breakfast on Thursday, two days after Adrian’s and Manuel’s arrival to our side of the globe. Our latest rescue from the Mateis seemed much older than the thirty-eight hours that had passed since the confrontation in the Southern Comfort Inn’s parking lot. Adapting to our uncles’ presence and being held inside the house as a precaution caused day thirty-six to become an incredibly boring drudge. If things didn’t improve for my sister and me quickly, then day thirty-seven was destined for a similar fate. “Longer than a week?”
 
   “Could be,” I said. “I heard Dad and Uncle Adrian talk about turning the house into a virtual fortress, to last until the Mateis grew weary and returned to Chicago.”
 
   “Shit, Bas, that could take frigging years!”
 
   “I know,” I agreed. “It sucks royally, and don’t forget we’ve still got two aunts and three cousins who might join us if this extends into August.”
 
   “Which it will,” she said, resignedly. “Why can’t they stay in a hotel or the bed and breakfast up the road?”
 
   “Do you mean the little Twin Oaks place up near the top of Chaffin’s Bend?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maybe… but it only has three sleeping rooms. I bet at least one of our cousins will end up staying here—regardless of how this all works out.”
 
   She groaned and laid her head down on the kitchen table, effectively hiding her tortured expression from me behind a Wheaties cereal box.
 
   “Try to look at the bright side, Ali,” I said. “At least we now have the firepower to kick the Mateis’ asses, since Manuel and Adrian aren’t chicken shit to face those assholes.” 
 
   I peered over the cereal box, and she raised her head, a slight hopeful smile tugging on the edges of her lips… with a touch of impishness. Sort of inappropriate, given her previous reaction.
 
   “Gotcha!”
 
   I jumped and nearly broke part of the chandelier hanging above the breakfast table. Uncle Manuel had sneaked up from behind, and scared the holy bejesus out of me!
 
   “Looks like you need to learn how to close your aura, Sebastian!” he playfully rebuked me. “You would’ve sensed me creeping up on you.”
 
   I whirled around to face him, and I must admit that it’s a bit eerie seeing a younger version of Dad and Grandpa, since Manuel’s face is definitely one and the same as theirs… when they were younger. Same hazel eyes that can morph to green when Manuel gets pissed, and his hair thickness and hairline are telltale Radu—the only qualities he shares with Adrian, since Manuel wears his dark brown hair short. From the few portraits and early photographs we have available, he is the ‘spitting image’ of both Grandpa and Dad when they were each just over two centuries old. At present, Dad looks exactly the same as Grandpa when he was nearing three hundred. Sometimes I wished I looked more like them, although we have many similarities. But with Mom’s DNA in the mix, which carries almost as much influence as Dad’s roots, what my sister and I become in our later centuries will be significantly different than our male Radu ancestors.
 
   “How does one do that?” I asked.
 
   “By thinking ‘I’m gonna hide my frigging aura from my uncle today’,” he said, sliding down in the seat next to me at the table, while a bowl, utensils, and a jug of milk that Alisia had returned to the refrigerator after adding a small amount for her cereal, glided through the air to the table. His use of the latest American slang sounded funny with his pronounced accent that bore a stronger Romanian edge than Adrian’s. “You can make anything happen that you picture in your mind with practice and a sincere desire to make it so.”
 
   “Like practicing magic in a household where it’s presently forbidden?” asked Alisia, unable to mask her envy or contempt.
 
   “That simply is not correct,” he said, smiling naughtily. “It is forbidden for you, perhaps, since you live under your grandparents’ and parents’ roof and must obey their rules. I am but a guest, and require no such supervision or restraint…. Besides, if they tried to stop me and Adrian from doing what is perfectly legitimate for us to do under The Code, we would be forced to leave your fate to the whims of Valerian and Irina Matei’s edicts, and try to aid you as best we could from one of the hotels up the road.”
 
   Nearly five miles away on Woodard Street, that is, since the street turns into a highway just outside of the main city limits. The motel chains reside a few miles east from there. And, we are talking the chains several steps down from a Holiday Inn Express. It’s sort of fitting for a town with only a handful of decent eateries and not a single legit steakhouse.
 
   “Well, since we need for you both to stick around until we’re no longer in danger, the kids are going to have to deal with a double standard,” said Mom, moving through the kitchen to grab a soda from the fridge. She had her sunglasses on, which announced to Alisia and I that she was preparing to leave for a while. Grandma stood in the doorway, similarly attired in a summery shorts ensemble and protective eyewear. “Please assist your father in keeping an eye on the ‘hired help’ coming over today, since he advised me a short while ago that he will be busy in his office for most of the day.”
 
   “What about Grandpa? Don’t you want us to keep an eye on him?” I asked.
 
   “Manuel will handle that today,” Grandma advised. “That’s why he’s mingling with the family for a change, and it seems like you three are getting along swimmingly.”
 
   “What ‘hired help’ are you talking about?” asked Alisia.
 
   Good question and it immediately became my point of focus as well.
 
   “We have two handymen that will be working on the house,” Mom advised. “One is the African-American kid down the block from us—the one recommended by Julien to Gabriel the other night.”
 
   “Harris? Harris Martin?”
 
   I figured it was, but I sought to confirm it anyway.
 
   “Yes. He is reattaching the gutters and will re-paint that side of the house, since Father said it is cracking already.”
 
   “Didn’t the previous owners tell you that they just repainted it?”
 
   “Yes, they said they did it last spring,” said Mom. “But they apparently added just one coat, and used such a cheap grade of paint that we’re fortunate it lasted this long.”
 
   “Or, unfortunate, if it would’ve saved you some big bucks off the purchase price for this place.”
 
   I would like to believe the words merely slipped out of my mouth, but I still harbored ill feelings about moving from Wheaton, and couldn’t resist throwing a little barb into the conversation.
 
   “Bas… get over it!” Mom replied sternly, letting me know she was past coddling me and my misgivings about the relocation. “You find me a home this luxurious anywhere in the Chicago metro area for less than four times what we paid for this one, and we’ll move tomorrow.”
 
   While it might’ve been tempting to take her up on the offer, I had already spent many nights doing that very thing the past few weeks, via the Internet. She was right… and actually, the price for a comparative Chicago home with a yard like the one we were saddled with was closer to six times what they paid for this place. Yeah, I know… money means little when the cost of one’s happiness is at stake. But she and Grandma were obviously nowhere near ready to leave Denmark, the Mateis’ presence be damned.
 
   “Okay,” I surrendered, and offered her a demure smile. “I like Harris. Met him the other day while I was out trimming the hedges along the old fence.”
 
   “You mean attempting to look like you knew what you’re doing as you made a nice uneven line,” teased Alisia. “Grandpa and I had a good laugh about that, and he went in behind you to straighten it up.”
 
   “Oh.” Really what else could I say? Good thing my goal that day was to camouflage my true intent for being outside.
 
   “He seems like a good kid,” said Mom. “I doubt we’ll need to keep a close eye on him…. It’s the other guy coming, who has lately chummed up with Father.”
 
   “What other guy is that?” I asked, trying to picture a man in this neighborhood other than Julien, Harrison, Harris, and Dan Dean that Grandpa would find remotely intriguing.
 
   “The guy across the street, who lives in the yellow one-story.”
 
   “No way!” Alisia couldn’t believe it, and I think I was in denial at first.
 
   “‘Horseshit’ Harry?” I asked in disbelief, which brought rousing laughter from Manuel and Alisia.
 
   “Oh, that’s awesome, Bas!” enthused my sister.
 
   “I like that name, and look forward to meeting this one!” added Manuel, rising from his seat to leave the room. He was still laughing as he headed for Dad’s office off the foyer.
 
   “I haven’t heard this name before,” said Mom, who appeared perplexed despite her eyes being sheltered by her ‘Jackie O’ shades. She frowned and looked at Grandma, who shook her head to confirm she hadn’t heard the name either.
 
   “Julien says that’s what the entire neighborhood calls this guy, since he once poured a dump truck full of horse manure on his lawn,” I said, finding it hard not to laugh, but also not wanting Mom and Grandma to worry about a weirdo neighbor wandering about in the house. Frankly, I was surprised Mom hadn’t made the connection between what she had surely heard from Dad about the strange man that had inspired mole-shifting fantasies from Alisia and me. “Stunk the neighborhood up to the point it was overrun with flies.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that burn the grass?” asked Grandma, pursing her lips. The guy’s fate of forever being viewed by her as a village idiot had just been sealed.
 
   “Apparently it did, and he’s been trying to fix his yard ever since,” I said. 
 
   “He should clean it up first,” added Mom, who picked up her keys. “Well, just make sure you two keep an eye on him. He is supposed to have some expertise in floor repair of old homes and Father said the guy accidentally discovered the original heart pine floors upstairs in the gallery.”
 
   “Beneath the marble tiles?” I sought to confirm.
 
   “That aren’t even real marble,” added Alisia, enjoying her moment in sarcasm heaven.
 
   “Yes,” said Mom, tersely. “But it’s being fixed, and when the original floors are brought back to where they were one hundred and sixty years ago, it will add twenty grand to our home’s worth.”
 
   Having said her peace, she turned to leave, with Grandma in tow. Mom’s mention of the place as ‘our home’ stung deeply—almost as much as an unfortunate incident potentially being a twenty thousand dollar boost to the old antebellum’s worth. Words of permanence, as if planting roots with an intent to stay. Meanwhile, the convertible’s engine sprang to life outside in the back driveway, while my sister and I prepared for the arrival of the surly jerk from across the street. Though grimly, I grinned at the thought of Harry Turner working on the gallery floor and running across a problem… then calling for my father to take a look.
 
   “That thar’s some shit!”
 
    
 
   * * * * * 
 
    
 
   Harry and Harris arrived ten minutes apart from each other that afternoon. Harris was a few minutes early, and Harry was almost ten minutes late for their two o’clock start time.
 
   Dad and Grandpa met the pair at the front door and then Dad stepped outside to review the gutter work with Harris, and Grandpa led Harry upstairs. Dressed in similar overalls, Harris smiled and said hello to me, and offered a shy nod to Alisia, while Harry barely acknowledged our presence. In fact, he looked like he didn’t even remember us, or the incident involving his kid.
 
   The differences between the two men extended far beyond skin color. Aside from being young and physically handsome, Harris’s quiet confidence and intelligence gave me the same feeling about his future that Julien had. I tagged along while he and Dad headed to the rear of the house. After my father gave him the details on what he wanted done, and Harris confirmed what he would do to fix it all, he also offered to stabilize the wood in the large trellis that covered the porch at the very rear of the house. Some of the spindles that would have to be replaced were very old, and Mom and Grandma didn’t want it torn down and discarded for that reason. Harris had taught himself how to work with tools long since discarded by mainstream carpenters, and offered to replace the broken and rotted pieces with new spindles made from the same poplar and walnut used in the original construction of the house. When Dad asked if he was planning to do this sort of work once he graduated from high school, he replied that he would enjoy doing this sort of thing, but that he planned to attend the University of Tennessee on a full ride athletic scholarship for football after his upcoming senior year at Herschel County High School. He had recently signed a letter of intent, and planned to become a veterinarian after college. 
 
   “Would you like something to drink?” I asked him, after my father returned inside and Harris and I had talked about his upcoming senior year plans. He looked like he would finish up the work in the next hour or so, and other than using some sort of other world wizardry, I doubted I could keep up and produce the quality Harris could produce.
 
   “I’ll take some water if you’ve got it,” he said. “If you’re going back inside to get it, you might want to keep an eye on Mr. Turner. I’m not sayin’ he would steal from folks, but he has been known to walk off a job without tellin’ anyone, and our neighbor John Herbert said Harry took a few things that Mr. Herbert later saw inside Mr. Turner’s house. So, just keep your eyes open.”
 
   “I’ll do that… see you in a few.”
 
   I decided to walk around the house and go in through the front entrance. ‘Horseshit’ Harry would be working in the gallery overlooking the foyer, and I planned on taking a stroll up the stairs if I didn’t see Alisia, Grandpa, or Dad keeping watch. To my surprise, Harry stood in the middle of the staircase, shootin’ the shit with my father and grandfather. His overalls were undone at the shoulder, leaving his wife-beater T-shirt exposed. He regarded me for a moment, pausing whatever story he was telling to Dad and Grandpa.
 
   “Just getting some water for Harris,” I advised, looking for Alisia. She was nowhere around at the moment… probably slipped away when Harry went on his present diatribe. Manuel was nowhere to be found either… so much for his helpfulness.
 
   “Sounds good, son,” said Dad. “How’s he doing?”
 
   “He’s just about done with the gutter work,” I said, casting a suspicious glance at the guy loitering on the stairs. It had no effect, as other than regarding me as if I was a nasty rodent that had just crawled into the house, he picked up where he apparently had left off before my interruption.
 
   “…So, y’all have seen the waddlin’ cow, ain’t ya?”
 
   “I’m sorry… I didn’t know you owned a cow,” said Dad.
 
   “Nah… I’m talkin’ about my wife, Jolsteen,” said Harry, to which Grandpa chuckled. “No, I’m quite serious about this,” Harry went on. “I guess ya ain’t seen her, but she’s a big girl even when she ain’t pregnant. And unless that damned doctor over in Union City is expectin’ two to three younguns outta her, he needs to get on the stick and induce labor.”
 
   Louder laughter came from Grandpa and a little from Dad, too… but also awkwardness. I could tell my father was uncomfortable listening to this nonsense, while my grandfather looked at me as if gratefully amused. I then understood what the old man found interesting about this sorry excuse for a human being. Harry was merely an entertaining distraction for Grandpa to indulge in.
 
   “Let me tell you this,” continued the man who was supposed to be working on the gallery floor and had yet to crack open the toolbox I saw resting near the top of the stairs. “I took her to see a different doctor this mornin’—the third obgyn specialist that Jolsteen’s seen this month. And you know what? That sucker gets this look on his face while he’s examinin’ my wife, and he says he’s havin’ a helluva time findin’ her cervix. So, I says to him, this Dr. Mellick… I says, “Would ya like my help in findin’ it? ‘Cause I’ve been down there a few times, ya know.”
 
   Admittedly, it was all I could do to keep a straight face. Really, the dude could be as funny as he was dangerously crazy.
 
   Grandpa’s laughter echoed throughout the foyer as I slipped out the front door with Harris’ water and one of Mom’s cherished Cokes for me. I was honestly surprised at the energy lift I felt when I returned to the rear of the house, where Harris had nearly finished. I realized then Grandpa was playing with fire by allowing the asshole Harry Turner inside the house. The man’s negativity could prove to be a better spell-dampener than any mischievous spirit residing in the ole Atwater place.
 
   “I bet right about now Mr. Turner is plotting how he can make the most money off the upstairs floor job your grandfather hired him for, and then not do jack shit to earn it,” said Harris, after he climbed down the ladder to take a short break. I handed him his water. “I’m not one to badmouth anyone, and I told you about Mr. Herbert’s plight with Mr. Turner. But I do believe y’all could end up like Harold Gustafson, which would be a real shame. Y’all are good folk.”
 
   He pointed beyond the northeast corner of our yard, which was impossible to see due to the thick foliage from our yard and the Beauregard’s yard. But I recalled that Julien mentioned the Gustafson name as one of the other Harrys in our neighborhood. 
 
   “I haven’t met them yet, but they’re the family from Wisconsin, right?”
 
   “Yep,” he said, grinning. “Mr. Gustafson told me that he and his wife took a chance on good old Harry Turner, and paid him good money to put up some dry wall in their livin’ room last summer. He kept stallin’… leavin’ each day anywhere from 45 minutes to 3 hours into the job, sayin’ his wife, Jolsteen, needed him at home for one thing or another, until finally he left without tellin’ anyone. One of the panhandlers saw the door to their place was left wide open and wandered in the house demandin’ money and liquor, and only left when Betsy Gustafson produced a shotgun instead of her purse. They are still waitin’ for old ‘Horseshit’ Harry to come back and finish the job.”
 
   Good to know, I thought… or good to be aware of extra trouble, when it wasn’t at all what we needed. And, no I wasn’t fearful of what Harry Turner could do to us. A mere human couldn’t steal anything from a Radu that couldn’t be readily replaced; and he couldn’t physically hurt us bad enough to warrant caution in that regard either.
 
   What I worried about was Grandpa, and what he might do to this miscreant if he pulled a stunt like what happened to the Gustafsons. Or even what Adrian might do, for that matter. Mom’s vision of this frightened asshole being shoved into the body of a mole might come true after all… only instead of Alisia or me, it could be a master sorcerer doing the deed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   For those wondering if Harry Turner accomplished anything of note before he left at four-thirty that Thursday afternoon, well… Grandpa claims he did. 
 
   I beg to differ.
 
   As far as I could tell, Harry managed to remove two short rows of faux marble, ceramic tiles. That’s it. Nothing more.
 
   And, true to his lazy-assed approach that had forever endeared him to the neighborhood, Harry failed to promptly secure plastic tarps around the upstairs gallery. A thin layer of black grout dust covered everything from the brass chandelier to the paintings lining the walls, including the draperies and wainscoting. Mom was completely thrilled, to say the least. Based on her heated aura that was clearly evident to us all, I was willing to bet this could become the deciding moment for lifting the ban on spells inside the house—either to fix Harry’s shit or permanently alter his DNA. If comparing his shabby efforts against the excellent work turned in by Harris Martin in half the time, who in their right mind would keep this carpenter-wanna-be on the job past the first day?
 
   Georghe Radu. 
 
   From all appearances, my grandfather had discarded his sound business acumen—a trait that had kept our family straight for centuries—in favor of his desire for dangerous entertainment. Despite Harry’s obvious lack of professionalism and verifiable carpentry skills, Grandpa found this numbskull ‘refreshing’. In fact, he asked Harry to come back the next day with only a friendly “Let’s see if you make a bigger dent in the project tomorrow,” as an admonishment.
 
   Thankfully, Manuel volunteered to hang out at the house and help supervise Harry on Friday, when Mom and Grandma were all too eager to accept an invitation from Sadee Dean and Jennifer Crawford to join them for an antiquing trip to Paducah, Kentucky. In turn, Alisia volunteered to keep our uncle company, which freed up Grandpa, Dad, and me to make a trip to Fort Donelson to show Adrian the battlegrounds. 
 
   And, no… we didn’t get to use our broomsticks. But driving with the top down in the Mustang made up for some of it.
 
   “Now, this is something!” Adrian enthused, standing on a small bluff overlooking the Cumberland River. “There are some older fortresses and ramparts scattered throughout Europe, but many have been destroyed over time. Fortunately, America’s fascination with the bloodshed of brother against brother has yet to go out of style. And, now whenever I come for a visit, we can come out here and spend a day or two!”
 
   “Apparently, another skirmish took place not too far from here that is locally famous, where Nathan Bedford Forrest defeated a small Union naval force, ambushing them unexpectedly,” I said, relying on Dad’s advisement that Adrian had become a huge American Civil War buff before he and Manuel returned to Europe after spending nearly two centuries in America. Even though I had spent prior decades having my uncles around, I obviously didn’t know them nearly as well as my parents and grandparents did. I hoped to impress Adrian with what I knew about the war—especially in this area. But I had to be careful to not end up looking like a dumbass.
 
   “Yes, the battle of Paris,” said Adrian, shooting me a look of admiration. “They say it is the only instance in history where a land-based army soundly defeated a naval operation. However, the battle that happened here at Fort Donelson is what changed the course of the Civil War in favor of the north…. Since when did you become interested in the local history of this region, Sebastian?”
 
   “It’s more Gabriel’s cup of tea,” said Grandpa, leaping up to the top of a hill behind us that appeared to be roughly twenty feet above where the rest of us stood. My father’s face suddenly turned ashen while I looked around nervously. Thankfully, it appeared that just the four of us occupied this section of the fort grounds. “But, Sebastian has been learning more about it since we moved to Denmark.”
 
   “Ahhh… well, it can become an addicting subject, Sebastian,” Adrian advised, laughing quietly in response to Dad’s reaction about Grandpa’s leap. “Gabriel used to dismiss the American Civil War out of hand, until he learned about the various battles, military strategies, and tactics that were among the most brilliant the world had ever seen up until that time. As I mentioned, the battle that took place here was what many believe changed the course of the war. If nothing else, the Union victory propelled General Ulysses S. Grant into the spotlight he never left….”
 
   His voice trailed off as he gazed toward the other side of the Cumberland, as if he could picture Blue and Gray clad soldiers clashing in hand-to-hand combat. Meanwhile, a small group of sightseers moved into the area to our left. Grandpa would have to climb down from his hillside perch like a normal middle-aged person, or face Dad’s ire.
 
   “Has that knowledge helped in the war against the Mateis?” I asked Adrian, who whirled around to face me. Certainly, he wasn’t expecting that question. Even Dad regarded me with a surprised look, although not as pronounced as Adrian’s. “I saw how you kicked their asses the other day. Not only was it impressive, but I could tell Simion and Serghei were shocked anyone could take them down like that.”
 
   “I will be three hundred and thirty-two this October, Sebastian,” he said, after regarding me in silence for nearly a minute. His eyes felt like they were boring into my very core. “I’ve witnessed terrible bloodshed the world over, during the last century alone, that would make battles like what happened here at Fort Donelson seem mundane in comparison. Mankind’s penchant for wickedness can be a terrible thing to witness, and worse to truly understand…. But, that knowledge is what made the Mateis fall like broken fronds before me yesterday. Serafim and Cristian have seen firsthand what a warlock such as I can do to another, and when Simion and Serghei picked up their uneasiness, they fell easily.
 
   “It is not a man’s might, or lack thereof, that can fail him, Sebastian,” he continued. “It is the heart, and only the heart that decides one’s fate. As a Radu, you were born with the heart of a warrior. Never forget it…. Hell, you should all remind yourselves of that fact each and every day.”
 
   
  
 

He slapped me on the shoulder, and did the same to my father, who offered a wan smile in response. Growing up in his older brother’s shadow had been something tough to live with, as Grandpa had told me long ago. Being the middle kid was the only thing to keep it from becoming excruciating. Otherwise, Dad might’ve given in to the urge to follow Adrian around like a demure pup, sort of like what Manuel has done for the past century.
 
   “Father, have you seen enough of the view, or would you like to stay longer?” Adrian called to Grandpa.
 
   “How about you, my brother?” Dad asked him, while they both gazed up at Grandpa, tap-dancing across the fort walls and cannons above us. “Have you seen enough, Adrian?”
 
   “I’m ready… and it appears we need to get the old man home before anyone notices what he’s doing up there.” 
 
   “I heard that!” Grandpa peered impishly over the wall’s edge at us.
 
   But he relented, and impressed me by scrambling down the hill like a schoolboy about to be left behind on a field trip. But at least he didn’t do anything to indicate he was different from any other middle-aged man with an ornery streak.
 
   Dad let me drive us back to Denmark, which was cool. We arrived just before sunset. I expected smooth sailing once we made it through the series of traffic lights guarding the downtown square, and thought we’d reach the graveled drive behind the house in a minute or two. But the town’s only two fire trucks blocked all access to the rear of our property.
 
   “What in the hell?” Dad whispered from the back seat.
 
   “They’re not here for our home… or are they?” asked Grandpa, sitting next to him.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Adrian, who occupied the front passenger seat. “It doesn’t look like it. At least it doesn’t look like they’re trying to put out a fire at your house.”
 
   True. In fact, as we moved through the detour that took us down Old Dominion and past the front of the house, I noticed the hoses remained unwrapped on the trucks, and the firemen walking about had removed their coats. Most were walking toward an area behind the Mays’ stately home. Julien and Meredith were standing with Mom and Grandma outside their gate. Alisia and Manuel stood behind the gate to our place, in the front lawn. ‘Horseshit’ Harry stood with them, wearing a smug look.
 
   “What’s going on, Silvia?” Dad asked, once I pulled over in front of the house. Mom jogged across the road to greet us.
 
   “Apparently nothing,” she said. “From what a local reporter who lives down the road from us told Meredith and Julien, a ‘crack head’ mom forgot about a whole chicken she was roasting in her oven. It caught fire, and the fire department was able to get here and put out the flames before it caused any damage to the house—or any of the important structures nearby.”
 
   I suddenly realized the place she was talking about was the home of the little girl who haunted the neighborhood, Twyla Tidwell. I might not be a religious person per se, but I offered up a silent prayer of thanksgiving that she was unharmed—if in fact, I had the location right.
 
   “Good thing the fire department is just two blocks away,” drawled Julien, walking over to us. He paused to light up a panatela, and didn’t continue until he had a moment to enjoy it. “Marsha Tidwell and her meth-buddies decided to get an earlier start than usual, I guess. All three ladies were passed out on the back porch when the fire marshal found them…. It’s a damned miracle that they and Marsha’s kids didn’t get hurt.”
 
   “So, what happens to drug addicts like them?” I asked, drawing looks from everyone, including Adrian. He wore a slight smile in response to my question, as did Julien.
 
   “Well, it depends,” he said. “Marsha is quite familiar with both Denmark’s court system and our little jail. Since she continues to pull the same bullshit, I’d reckon she’ll get the usual hand slap and then be back home with her drug pals by Monday.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   It’s all I could say. The last five minutes had told me more about why our extended neighborhood was a slumland—as Serghei had referred to all of it when he came by for a hostile visit last weekend—than at any point previously. Laws and a correctional system without teeth are frigging useless.
 
   “Maybe it’s time to get the neighborhood association going again, that you and Meredith told Gabe and me about recently,” said Mom. “I bet we could get almost everyone that lives along Old Dominion and Chaffin’s Bend, as well as the other streets near the school.”
 
   “Maybe, indeed,” said Julien. Although his eyes were shaded by mirrored sunglasses, I could tell he was looking beyond our car to the front lawn where his nemesis stood between my sis and uncle. “Tonight might be a good night to talk about it. Harrison mentioned his bluegrass buddies will be joining him on the front porch… it’s like having your own private band in your yard. That’s how Sadee describes it, and I happen to agree with her on that point. Y’all are welcome to join us out on our front porch tonight, if you’d like. I’ll make sure we’ve got plenty of spirits to keep the evening light and festive.”
 
   “Sounds delightful,” said Grandpa. “And, you’ll get a chance to meet Manuel, my other son, who has enjoyed your writing. He once wanted to be an author, until Adrian talked him into moving back to Europe with him.”
 
   “Ha! He came of his own volition,” countered Adrian, who winked at me before going on. “I, too, have read some of your work, Mr. Mays. Although, I must admit that I enjoyed The Seven Sins of Scarlet Thompson quite a bit more than Zombie Nights.”
 
   “Hmmm… I am beginning to think that I should’ve fought my agent tooth and nail not to go forward with the zombie book, in hindsight,” said Julien, laughing. “I am honored that you tried another book of mine after reading the first one.”
 
   “I did, and will be glad to try another someday,” said Adrian. “I rarely read these days, having to take care of… family business affairs.”
 
   “I understand.” Julien nodded.
 
   Maybe you do… but likely you don’t, I thought to myself. Despite my admiration for Julien, I doubted anyone could fully appreciate the workings of a secretive warlock and witch clan. Hell, I still didn’t, even with more than a century’s head start.
 
   Since I was technically blocking traffic on our narrow street, I followed the detour to reach our driveway, and dropped off my precious warlock cargo near the back door. Harrison and his musician pals were already warming up by the time we sat down for dinner. I could sense that the ‘adults’ shifted things into high gear to finish so they could party it up with Meredith and Julien across the street. No doubt others would be coming, too, like the Deans and maybe even the Crawfords, too.
 
   “We’ll be back in a few hours… maybe!” said Mom, after they finished dinner. “You sure you kids don’t want to come along?”
 
   “Maybe later,” said Alisia. “I’ll hang out with Bas for a while… we might listen from the upstairs porch.”
 
   “I think I’ll chill out tonight,” I said, thinking of the online tournament I had signed up for last week. It was scheduled to start in about an hour. “Like Alisa said, I can listen with her from upstairs, and whenever she decides to join everyone else will be fine with me.”
 
   “Are you sure, son?” Dad looked worried.
 
   “I’m fine, Dad. Really I am.”
 
   “Call us if you need anything, okay?” said Grandma. “Bas, you know what I mean… you don’t need a phone.”
 
   “I know,” I said, feeling self-conscious. I’m unable to read another person’s thoughts, but I had known that my grandmother could do that sort of thing since the early years of my youth. Then came Mom, when I found out she could do the same thing a few years after I knew Grandma could do it. But I sure as hell had no plans of ever communicating like that with my sister. “You guys have fun.”
 
   Alisia and I waited to close the front door until they had made it through the front gate. Then, at her urging, we grabbed a chilled bottle of blackberry sangria from the fridge that we had purchased a month ago at the local winery, and headed upstairs. I’m not a bluegrass fan at all… but I must admit that the musicianship going on across the street was quite good. Harrison is quite the banjo player, as I expected he would be. The rest of the guys were just as proficient on their instruments, and I thought the mandolin and fiddle players could surely hold their own with the small fraternity of musicians that make up the famed ‘Nashville Sound’.
 
   I was working on my second glass of sangria when we noticed a familiar girlie bike coming up to our front gate. Before either of us could react, Twyla Tidwell had pulled her small bicycle through the gate, and ridden it up to the front door. I had just reached the top of the stairs when I heard the door open.
 
   “Hey, Twyla!” I called to her, blown away by the kid’s assertiveness. “Be sure to leave your bike outside.”
 
   “I did!” She said excitedly. “Where’s Silvia and Florin?”
 
   “Don’t come up here, okay?” I moved down the stairs and she remained poised to climb near the bottom “I’ll be there in a sec!”
 
   Alisia was right behind me. “What in the hell is going on here?”
 
   “It’s the little girl I told you about.”
 
   “I know her… Mom really likes her.”
 
   “Ahh, so that’s why she felt it’s all right to barge in here.”
 
   “Are you talking about me?” asked Twyla, hands on hips in classic mommy-mode.
 
   “Yep,” I told her. “What brings you here tonight?”
 
   “I already told you. I’m lookin’ for Silvia and Florin.”
 
   “They’re across the street, Twyla,” said Alisia. “They’re at the people’s house who live next door to you. The Mays—”
 
   “I know where Meredith lives, silly!” she said, pinching her face like many a five-year-old is wont to do when dealing with adults they consider idiotic. “Bye-bye! I’m gonna go over there now!”
 
   “Hey, Twyla, wait,” I said, thinking about what happened earlier at her house. “I heard you had a visit from the fire department today.”
 
   “Yeah, they took care of the fire in the oven.”
 
   “A fire? I heard it was some burning chicken… Guess that was your dinner, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. But my daddy bought me pizza instead,” she said. “Momma’s in trouble, and she’s mad at me now.”
 
   “How come?” asked Alisia, her tone compassionate.
 
   “Because I dialed nine-nine-one.”
 
   “You mean nine-one-one,” I corrected her, without immediately realizing how lame it was to correct a five-year-old who sounded like a smart-thinking kid.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That was really brave of you, honey,” said Alisia, walking down the rest of the stairs. She gave her a warm hug. “I’m really proud of you! I would’ve been so scared of seeing a fire in the oven!” She looked at me and gave me a playful wink, not unlike the one I got from Adrian in the car earlier.
 
   “It was scary!” said Twyla, pulling away from my sis. “I walked into the kitchen and saw the chicken was on fire in the oven window. So, I went to look for Momma, and didn’t find her until I went outside on the back porch. She and Melanie, Britney Jean, and Betty Lou were sleepin’ and they wouldn’t stay awake when I nudged them. I went back inside, and the fire was gettin’ bigger. Since nobody was doin’ shit about it, I picked up the phone and dialed nine-nine-one!”
 
   She nodded proudly with her hands on her hips again, and it was damned near impossible not to laugh. Same for Alisia, who was so tickled by what Twyla told us that she had Twyla wait for her at the door, and the two of them left together to join the Mays’ latest shindig across the street. Meanwhile, I returned upstairs to collect my drink and then head to my room for some serious gaming action. A sudden burst of laughter across the street pulled my attention, and I saw a ring of adults surrounding little Twyla as she related the same burning chicken story that had entertained Alisia and me a short while earlier.
 
   I’m not sure why it struck me as being profound. And, I believed in all likelihood that my interpretation of it would fade by the next morning. Yet, for the very first time since we had packed up our stuff and moved from Wheaton, Illinois, I felt a sensation of peace… one that filled me completely.
 
   I didn’t expect it to last. Even as I thought about it while leaving the outside festivities behind me as I closed the balcony door, it was already fading. But for that fleeting moment, I felt an unmistakable sense of belonging and oneness with the big ole ‘white elephant’ and the neighborhood it sits within.
 
   “Twin Magnolias” felt like home.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Saturday, June 27th. Our thirty-ninth day in Denmark, Tennessee.
 
   I should’ve known from the outset that it was going to be a remarkable day. Most of our Radu clan likes to sleep in late Saturday and Sunday mornings, and this behavior dates back to my first permanent memories as a toddler. But on this particular Saturday, it seemed like my entire family woke up at the crack of dawn. By mid-morning I believed we were headed for what might count as a typical summer weekend in our small southern town. Mom and Grandma left at eight o’clock to go antiquing in Hazel, and by nine, Grandpa was working with Harris Martin to clear away junk and other debris from the barn. Then Dad and my uncles went to Murray around ten-thirty, to pick up rods, reels, and other gear for an afternoon of fishing at Kentucky Lake, where Grandpa planned to ‘drop in’ on them when the day’s barn work was done. 
 
   After Alisia and I had watched everyone leave us to our own devices, we decided to look for something new to do in a town offering very few enticing options. Sadly, it looked like another boring afternoon was in store. However, by nightfall, that Saturday proved to be far more exciting and drastically different than any of the previous thirty-eight days we had spent in Tennessee.
 
   I met a girl.
 
   It would likely surprise no one at this point that I’ve known quite a few young ladies in my long lifetime… But none were anything like the raven-haired beauty I met that afternoon. Seriously, the air between us crackled with energy. And regardless of whether or not the connection was destined to be a lasting thing, it was powerful enough to make me take note. Not just about her, but of everything going on right then. Hence the inclusion of the actual June date this time, and not just another numbered day in my rambling journal. 
 
   I met her at the lone theater in all of Herschel County, called the Denmark Theater Eight. She was standing just inside the entrance to this quaint building from yesteryear, and…. Well I’m getting ahead of myself a bit.
 
   “So, we’ve got it down to either the new movie with the Twilight chick or the latest Avengers’ flick…. Right?” I asked Alisia on the way to the theater.
 
   It was just before two o’clock, and my sister’s turn to drive. Despite the sporadic rain showers we endured with the convertible’s top down—her choice, not mine—we were having a ball, cutting up with each other. In fact, it kind of reminded me of the movie trips we used to take once a month in Chicago. 
 
   “Ah, you think you’re pretty clever, huh Bas? …‘Twilight chick’ and ‘Avengers’ flick’?” She nodded playfully while her eyes remained glued to the road ahead. “I heard Kristen Stewart is really good this time, so I’d like to see her instead of a group of superhero wannabes desperately trying to save the world from annihilation for the umpteenth time!”
 
   “And what reliable source are you referring to, Sis? Teen Beat?” I teased.
 
   “Is that fan mag still even being published? Sheesh! And, for your information, her latest movie is a love story that got a pretty cool review on Entertainment Tonight,” she said, to which I rolled my eyes. “Look, Bud, you had plenty of time to pick something better for the past month, but never got around to it!”
 
   “I was legitimately busy,” I said. “After all, who got the first reprieve from our weed pulling and mole scouting sessions?”
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud, Bas, I got out of that shit less than an hour before you!” she replied. “Just for that, smartass, you should concede to my judgment for all the movies this summer!”
 
   I released an exaggerated sigh, and then let her pick that afternoon’s flick. Hell, I really didn’t know much about any of the available movies in this town’s theater, or anywhere else, for that matter. Not to mention, I had made her wait nearly six weeks in Denmark to watch a movie together.
 
   “Okay… you win, Ali,” I conceded. “Kristen Stewart it is, then.”
 
   Alisia parked the car and we walked into the theater together. I didn’t see the other girl right away… but I felt a strange energy pulling my attention. She was watching my back while I paid for the tickets. Alisia noticed her at the same time I did, but apparently didn’t feel the intense connection commence when the statuesque girl’s gaze met mine.
 
   “I’m just going to pick up a Coke and some Raisinets,” my sister advised, glancing over her shoulder at me. “Do you want anything?”
 
   “No, I’m good.” 
 
   But inside I was more like ‘Hell, I’m not good at all!’ Nervous as hell, I should say, as my heart raced out of control. But I said nothing to the lovely girl dressed in dark jeans and a light burgundy smock. She smiled and looked away. Then she headed for the concession line and stood behind Alisia, who again seemed not to notice her presence. I envied my sister at that moment, and as if the girl could sense my thoughts and my ever-increasing attraction, she glanced in my direction several times. My heart thudded louder in my chest with each look my way, and my schoolboy response embarrassed me greatly.
 
   I felt saddened when Alisia returned to where I stood, and this mysterious and alluring young woman, who seemed to be slightly older than my sister, kept her back to us as she ordered something from the attendant standing behind the counter.
 
   “You ready?” 
 
   Alisia smiled knowingly, and I could feel the blood rush to my face.
 
   “Yeah… let’s go.”
 
   I tried to covertly steal one last peek toward the concession counter, and succeeded for just a second or two—long enough to catch the girl’s profile that only added to her strange allure. But she didn’t look at me with her gorgeous green eyes this time. Eyes almost as fiery in their emerald hue as any I had ever seen before.
 
   I frowned at the thought that this could be my first encounter with the thing my grandmother liked to call ‘true love at first sight’. Worse, I worried I might never see this dark haired beauty again, despite only ten thousand souls residing in Denmark. Grandma often said that most people mistake mere animal attraction for the real deal…. Maybe I was foolishly wishing this to be true for me—the sudden appearance of a so-called soul mate. It’s just a lonely boy bullshit thing, Bas… so let it go! That thought brought comfort… until something inside my heart emphatically said this could be different, and it needed to be further explored.
 
   But how?
 
   It couldn’t be right then, as Alisia grew irritated when I slowed my pace to look back one more time.
 
   “Why don’t you go say ‘hi’ to her and get it over with?” she suggested, sort of sarcastically and mostly in jest. We had just reached the theatre room showing the love story I would soon have to endure while fantasies of another love saga brewed in my mind and heart. “I’ll wait here for you, lover boy!”
 
   “No… it’s nothing,” I assured her. “I’m ready to be your shoulder to cry on.”
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “Good. I need a new reason to smile.”
 
   And so we stepped inside the sparsely populated auditorium, and headed for seats near the front—Alisia’s preference again.
 
   The images rolling across the screen seemed insufferably longer than I anticipated when I first agreed to forego the Avengers’ flick—and that was just for the previews for similarly torturous films to look forward to in July.
 
   Oh frigging joy!
 
   But, I was there with my beloved sis and needed to make the best of it. So, I broke a personal rule and let myself enjoy a sappy chick-flick. My eyes even teared up when Ms. Stewart’s leading man bit it in a Nicholas Sparks sort of way. Every tear-jerking moment, though, ran parallel to an endless stream of questions about the mysterious female who had totally rocked my world that afternoon.
 
   Imagine my surprise when out of the dozen people occupying the auditorium she was one of them. Our eyes locked once more, and this time I could feel Alisia’s nervousness. Surely she now felt the intensity radiating toward me, too, as my legs suddenly felt like they might give out as we moved to exit the room. For a moment, the girl hovered near the door, like she was waiting for me to join her there. But then she turned to leave, as if a spell had been broken….
 
   “What in the hell did you just do?” I asked Alisia, accusingly.
 
   “Nothing,” she said, until I bore down harder with my glaring eyes. “Okay… maybe I sent her a little nudge to get the hell out of our way.”
 
   I suddenly felt incensed—angry enough to more than simply rebuke my sister, my flesh and blood. Hell, even that furious emotion felt weird and unfamiliar to me. After all, I had long been sworn to protect Alisia, my only sibling—my sacred flesh and blood. Before I ended up saying, or doing, something regrettable, I ran out of the auditorium with my sister calling after me to wait for her.
 
   When I entered the hallway leading to the theater’s main lobby, I didn’t see her—the girl—anywhere. Incredible despair filled my heart… incredibly bizarre and beyond silly to my mind.
 
   “Hi,” said a sultry voice from behind me.
 
   “Huh?” I whirled around, to find her standing where I thought I had looked and seen emptiness a moment before. I guess I missed her somehow… panic wasn’t something I dealt with often. “Oh, hello.”
 
   Alisia stepped out, and stood to my left while I faced the mysterious female who in a matter of a few hours—counting movie time—had completely vexed my heart.
 
   “My name is Sebastian,” I said, fighting to stay cool, calm, and collected while she and my sister exchanged wary looks. It was like they sensed something about each other, but couldn’t define it. At least the fur had yet to fly. “We’re sort of new to the area.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Sebastian,” she said, still exchanging guarded looks with Alisia. “My name is Daciana…. And you are?” She extended her hand for Alisia to take.
 
   “I’m Alisia,” my sister said, with a pronounced coolness in her clipped delivery. But she took the offered hand in hers.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Alisia,” said Daciana, unaffected by Alisia’s suspicious demeanor. She smiled slightly, as if relieved to survive the introduction. “I’m still getting used to Denmark, too. People are different here… but they seem nice.”
 
   Despite her compelling, and dare I say ‘bewitching’ presence, there was goodness. Alisia’s rigid defensiveness began to wane, and I took it as a positive sign.
 
   “Where are you from, Daciana?” I asked, thankful that my pulse was no longer threatening to pound a hole in my chest or throat.
 
   “From a place where there’s a lot more to do,” she said. “What did you think of the movie?”
 
   She took a step toward the lobby, and we kept pace.
 
   “I thought it was pretty good,” I said, smiling sheepishly.
 
   “Bullshit, Bas,” said Alisia, laughing, and turning her attention to Daciana. “He was a good sport, and put up with a love story instead of watching a bunch of muscle-bound males trying to kill each other.”
 
   “The Avengers’ Movie?” Daciana asked, to which we both nodded. “I heard it was good, too. My brother loved it. But, I’m glad I got to see Secret Affair of the Heart instead.”
 
   “Me, too,” said Alisia, seemingly warming up more to this gal who had deftly moved from predatory girl to potential new friend as we reached the lobby. “And, my brother was my shoulder to cry on.”
 
   “Bas?” she sought to confirm. “Do you prefer that to Sebastian?”
 
   “It’s… it’s my nickname,” I said, feeling the pitter patter of my heart pick up again, almost in time with the return of my sister’s suspicious look. But, hell, if she was feeling slighted by a question concerning my family nickname, she shouldn’t have used it in a stranger’s presence. Right?
 
   “But, which do you prefer?” Daciana persisted. Her penetrating gaze was unnerving… and yet, I would’ve bet everything I was worth that the attraction was mutual.
 
   Before I could respond, I heard an angry male voice, telling us in Romanian to “get the hell away from my sister!” Alisia’s mouth dropped open in surprise as I whirled around to see who it was… although I recognized the voice.
 
   “Daciana! …Get away from these Radu swine before you become infected by their disgusting stench!” shouted Serghei Matei. In an instant, he moved from the entrance to where we stood, fifty feet away. “No sister of mine will be caught dead with a Radu! Do you understand me, Sebastian?”
 
   He grabbed her and pulled her behind him, lingering long enough to shoot me a hateful look. Alisia took a step, announcing her intent to go after him. But I stopped her, knowing she had surprised him in the confrontation in front of the Mays’ place. He wouldn’t be caught off guard again.
 
   “No,” I told her, quietly. “This isn’t the time or place.”
 
   “That’s right, Radus—take heed!” he called to us from the entrance. Despite forcibly grabbing his sister, who wept quietly—either from pain or embarrassment, I assumed. Or, because she felt the same sudden despair I fought to keep at bay. “Your time of reckoning is coming. Next time, Adrian won’t be able to save you!”
 
   The theater employees seemed to instinctively understand this asshole’s depth of malevolence and allowed him to leave the theater with his humiliated sister in tow. She hung her head and wouldn’t dare look in our direction again… at least not until she reached Serghei’s Maserati. Just before he threw her inside the passenger side of his exorbitant ride she looked at me one last time. 
 
   Her eyes burned with the same allure… same desire. For me! 
 
   “It will never work,” Alisia advised.
 
   She and I stood just outside the building’s main entrance, watching as the Maserati sped out of the parking lot.
 
   “And, I won’t tell Mom, Dad, or anyone else, unless you want them to move to Texas by Monday.” continued my sister, when I didn’t respond. 
 
   “No… I don’t want that,” I said, my voice a subdued whisper. Much louder was the realization in my heart that my life had been changed forever.
 
   “I’ve seen a few cute cowboys around here,” she said, patting me lightly on my shoulder. “Maybe they have sisters just as cute…. You, know… someone to have fun with, and not get serious about. If things don’t improve soon with the Mateis, we’ll be moving on anyway.”
 
   I nodded and sighed. I wasn’t interested in possible cowboy sisters to roll in the sheets with. Not that I expected that to happen with Daciana—even if she wasn’t a Matei. I had been content with my loner life until then, and I prayed silently it wasn’t too late to get that treasured aloofness back. It would be a hellish punishment if what was awakened that afternoon couldn’t be reburied and forgotten someplace deep inside my psyche.
 
   “What was that all about?” asked Alisia on the way home.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, still trying to sort it all out. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. I should’ve known it would be with someone like us.”
 
   “I’m surprised to encounter a non-blonde Matei. But Magelelena’s hair is the same color. Same eye color, too, so anything’s possible…. Have you ever seen Daciana before?”
 
   “No. Have you?”
 
   “No… but now that I think of it, I’ve heard the name before,” she said. “Mom said it once, I think, when describing Magdelena’s kids. It’ hard to believe our parents hate each other so much. It wasn’t always that way… they used to be close.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I understand,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound like a jerk, although here was my sis talking like she knew the story of what happened and I didn’t know shit. “I guess we’ll forever need to watch our backs with them. Otherwise, there will be only one family still standing.”
 
   “Maybe that would be best,” said Alisia, drawing a surprised look from me. “One family would definitely be best for everyone, I think…. As long as it’s us and not them.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The next week was difficult.
 
   No, that’s not quite right…. The next week was a veritable hell, complete with levels of torment once described by authors like Dante and Milton.
 
   My heart, mind, and soul were at constant war with one another. On the one hand, there were thoughts and images of her… Daciana. Lovely, and unfortunately immortalized by my heart’s desire to be with this mysterious and dangerous woman. And, I do mean woman in the full literal sense. Even my kid sister is truly a woman, despite looking all of sixteen at times. Walking the earth for eighty-seven years will bring a perspective that most people count as maturity. After all, it is the so-called ‘School of Hard Knocks’ that changes a person’s perspective from foolishness to wisdom—and it’s all just another name for ‘life’, is it not?
 
   Daciana looks a year older than Alisia, so I’d say she is pushing one hundred at least. Not flattering for most human beings, but she is still in the first sixth of her life on earth, and technically thirty years younger than me, though I might appear to be two years older than her at most.
 
   After spending a week fantasizing about impossible solutions that would bring Daciana and me together, and furiously hating the very essence of Serghei, I was more than ready to get away from Denmark—even if it was just someplace several miles away. Fortunately, my family’s decision to rent a cabin, pontoon boat, and pavilion for a huge Fourth of July bash proved to be exactly what the doctor ordered. 
 
    “Perhaps getting out on the water will lift you out of the doldrums, eh?” Adrian asked, while we loaded up the Escalade mid-morning that Saturday. “Your mother says there will be other youngsters to mingle with.”
 
   “If they’re like most of the college kids around here, and even the juniors and seniors from Herschel High School, I doubt we’ll have much to talk about,” I said, trying to think about raccoons and moles tearing up the yard—anything that diverted attention from my secret obsession with the youngest member of the hated Mateis. “But I promise to be a good sport about it. Being on the water sounds pretty fun.”
 
   “Indeed, it does,” he agreed, eyeing me thoughtfully.
 
   ….Raccoons have bandit masks and humanoid fingers that make them look like Disney characters…. And moles are blind…blind and stupid… they eat grubs for Christ’s sake….
 
   “Hmmmm…. You’re hiding something, Sebastian,” he said, studying me intently while my personal menagerie waltzed past my mind’s eye. “Why carry a burden in silence, when so young?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I assured him, forcing a smile that I could tell from my distorted reflection in a side view mirror was a horrid acting job. I forced it even more, to where my cheeks began to hurt. “Just a little bored, is all.”
 
   “Do you want to move to a city that has more to do?” he asked, fully knowing I didn’t want that. In fact, I had confided my growing comfort in this sometimes-shitty little town the night before I met Daciana. “I can push to move on to Austin, Texas, you know. Manuel and I own a majority stake in a ranch near there… and Austin is a great city with lots to do and lots of beautiful women to choose from.” He added a smug, confident, and knowing smile that I wanted to rip from his face.
 
   ….What in the…? Shit, he’s testing me! What if he has Mom’s ability to filter the truth or a lie from an aura’s bending light bands?! Shit, shit… SHIT!...
 
   I said nothing more, worrying about what my most fearsome uncle was gleaning from my thoughts. Or, were his comments based on a lucky guess? It made me ultra cautious during the ride to Shady Landing, where the cabin, boat, and apparently most of our neighborhood awaited our arrival. The other kids mentioned by Adrian were Sadee’s granddaughter and her friends, along with grandkids of the Crawford’s and two nephews and a niece of Julien and Meredith’s.
 
   “You really need to work on blending in today,” Alisia whispered, shortly after we left Denmark’s city limits. We sat together in the very back of our fully loaded SUV. “The cabin sounds pretty fab, and Dad’s renting a dozen ski-doos, too.”
 
   That last part sounded pretty sweet, I must admit.
 
   “Okay… from this moment on, I’ve got a song in my heart and smile on my face,” I told her, offering a goofy look to go with a pained second attempt at the sterile smile from earlier. “But can you please be mindful not to think of what happened last weekend when around Mom, Grandma, and Adrian?”
 
   “Adrian? Why do I need to worry about him?”
 
   “You’ve already seen that he’s not the same warlock we knew back in the eighties,” I said, keeping my voice low. I glanced up to where he sat with Manuel, two benches in front of us, and I felt grateful for the extra space in the custom version of the Escalade model that General Motors had created for Dad last year. At the time, I thought it was frivolous. But the edict to act like normal people made having the extra bench a necessity, despite our hovering near the top end of what The Code would allow. At present, Grandma sat between her boys while Dad drove and Mom occupied her usual perch in the front passenger seat. Grandpa was catching some z’s in the seat directly in front of ours, after spending a late night finishing ‘phase one’ of his barn clean-up project…. At least I hoped he was sleeping. “Adrian has the power of Grandma’s and Mom’s sentient gifts.”
 
   “Seriously?” Alisia sounded surprised, and it garnered a subtle head turn from Mom in our direction.
 
   Great. Just frigging great.
 
   “Yes,” I told her, motioning with my eyes to the front of the Cadillac.
 
   “Oh… sorry,” said Alisia, peering over Grandpa’s bench seat to where Mom had returned her attention to the road ahead. Meanwhile, it looked like Adrian’s head was tilted slightly toward us. “I’ll be careful. Let’s talk about the ski-doos.”
 
   And so we did. Mainly we talked about the boat and water fun we enjoyed each summer on Lake Michigan. Our conversation lasted until we pulled up to the rental office at the Shady Landing Marina.
 
   “I’ll be right back, everyone,” Dad advised, once he parked in front of the office. 
 
   “Me, too,” said Mom, getting out to join him. 
 
   While waiting for their return, Grandma relaxed with her cherished sons, and shook her head when Grandpa’s snores caused her to look over her shoulder.
 
   “Did you prepare any of your Romanian masterpieces, Grandma?” I asked.
 
   “Not this time, sweetie,” she said, turning in her seat to better view my sister and me. “With everything going on these days, I decided to stick with traditional American fare for this time of year.”
 
   “Hot dogs, hamburgers, and apple pie?”
 
   “No, Sebastian,” she replied, chuckling. “I tried my hand at Southern fried chicken, using Sadee’s award winning recipe, and ‘all the fixins’.” She added a playful wink.
 
   “I bet it will be awesome!”
 
   Alisia’s enthusiasm stirred our grandfather from his sleep, and he sat up looking slightly confused.
 
   “There’s no suitable substitute for wormhole travel, is there, Father?” teased Manuel.
 
   “We should really discard all the unnecessary nonsense and handle things like we do in Europe,” Adrian added. “You are all far too worried about what your neighbors think of you… and yet a simple spell here and there can allow you to be who you truly are and they would all be none the wiser.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, unable to suppress my interest, despite a cautionary glance from Grandma. “I thought trying to fit in as much as possible is the key to The Code?”
 
   “The Code spells out how we are to appear to the rest of humankind,” said Manuel, to which Adrian nodded. “Whether we do things the exact same way, or pretend to do it and bewitch those around us to see what we want them to see, it makes no difference. Just as long as The Code is not violated.”
 
   “The very point I have been trying to make to your mother for the past fifty years!” Grandpa chimed in.
 
   “Oh, so it is okay to play with magic and then cover our deeds and misdeeds with careless spells?” Grandma was not amused, and I could feel simmering anger beneath her words. “Have you all forgotten the purges from the past two centuries? And the Nazi experiments on your cousins betrayed by King Carol in 1939? All because of such carelessness! When we bewitch someone there is no way to know if the subconscious is also being fooled. If it’s not, recognition will come… and with it follows—”
 
   “Okay, Mother, you made your point,” said Adrian. “Manuel and I won’t share the darker secrets with Sebastian and Alisia. But, prepare yourselves for the fact our Matei enemies will have that advantage, since Serafim and Cristian have undoubtedly begun teaching this skill to their siblings, as well as to their nephew and niece.”
 
   He looked at me after saying this last part. Under his penetrating gaze, I felt certain my secret encounter with the daughter of our enemy lay uncovered. Maybe Adrian was unaware of what had transpired last weekend at the movie theater, but I felt certain he felt some tie regarding Daciana and me. Perhaps it was a feeling of destiny, and that we were supposed to meet someday. Hopefully, if he didn’t know we had already met, he would merely regard it as a possible encounter in the future. Of course, that could be just as bad. If he was watching for it using his superior warlock skills, he could easily intervene to prevent any other encounters between us.
 
   My heart sunk, realizing my fantasies of getting a chance to know Daciana were foolhardy. I decided to try harder to forget her—to take the advice my sister had given after Serghei made it beyond clear that the Mateis would also have none of our potential budding romance.
 
   “Okay, we’ve got the keys to everything,” Dad announced, brimming with excitement once he and Mom returned. “We’ll check out the cabin after the picnic, in case you gals want to freshen up before we go back on the boat for the fireworks tonight. We don’t have to check out until noon tomorrow, and the cabin has a pool table.”
 
   “Sweet!” I said, taking my first step in forgetting about her. I was a pretty good hustler on a pool table.
 
   “Now, that’s the brother I know!” enthused Alisia, affectionately smacking my shoulder. 
 
   She smiled lovingly, and I let it warm my soul and energize my spirit. Meanwhile, everyone else eyed us curiously as if wondering what was up, but were either unable to get a clear picture or didn’t care enough to try and steal a better image from inside our heads. Not that they all could do that… but even if they could, I no longer cared. All I thought about was having fun with those who loved me most, and whom I cared about above all others: my family.
 
   Maybe this Independence Day would bring true freedom for me. I sent a silent prayer heavenward for deliverance and lasting peace for my heart. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   In retrospect, I must say that this Fourth of July celebration was among the better times I could remember. Definitely true of any summer party I’ve enjoyed since the Kennedy Administration was brought to an unexpected end in 1963. We spent the entire afternoon on the lake, with both water skis and sea-doos. Dinner under the pavilion was festive, and I had a chance to hang with Julien and Harrison, who also brought my new buddy Harris along. I think he has a thing for Alisia, and despite how things are in the south still, no one in my family would mind if Harris, or someone like him, eventually became part of the family. Race wouldn’t be a factor… whether he could be accepted to join our lengthened lifetime would be the trick.
 
   But that’s neither here nor there at this point. Speculation is such a meaningless pastime, and a vice affecting me just the same.
 
   Anyway, the cabin must’ve been one of the biggest on the lake, as it comfortably slept twenty of us. The next morning we enjoyed a huge country breakfast prepared by Mom, Grandma, Alisia, Sadee, Jennifer, and Meredith. Us guys were being pampered incredibly so, and though most of the other males might expect this sort of treatment to last into the future, I have seen enough changes over the past forty years to know it will soon be a thing of the past.
 
   Manuel and Adrian quit the charade of acting like everyone else when it came time to go home, slipping away in their cherished wormhole. Grandpa gave the approval, perhaps thinking no one would miss them, since everyone was packing up to go home. But Harrison noticed.
 
   “Yeah, where’d they go?” asked Julien, shooting a knowing glance my way.
 
   Dad looked to be at a loss for a good answer, but had the presence of mind to shrug and pass it off nonchalantly, as did Grandpa. Good thing Julien didn’t ask me, since I was just as surprised to find they had left immediately after getting Grandpa’s blessing.
 
   “Oh, they’re returning the keys to one of the jet skis to the rental office,” my mother lied, but with enviable smoothness. “We will wait for their return…. But, you all can go on. We’ve got everything packed and we will see you tonight for your bluegrass band’s rehearsal on your front porch again. It will be so much fun!”
 
   She sold this with the right blend of neutrality and enthusiasm, which any performer will admit is the elixir that flatters the heart and mind most effectively. Harrison told us he would go ahead and get a head start on arranging for his buddies to be there around seven, and practically dragged Jennifer into their minivan with their kids not ready to leave yet. His granddaughter gave me a flirtatious look, and I offered a slight smile in response—a look I’ve got down pat after decades of practice. She’s too young now, but in a few years if we’re still here… who knows?
 
   The ride back to Denmark was peaceful, and I think we were all thinking the same thing: Why can’t every day be like this? As if on cue, once we were within half a mile of the downtown square, an oppressive feeling suddenly embraced the Escalade.
 
   “Do you feel that?” asked Alisia, worriedly.
 
   “Try to ignore it, sweetheart,” said Dad, looking over at Mom for confirmation. She was a statue in expression, and although her dark shades kept me from reading her eyes, I knew they were closed. She was concentrating… listening. “We’ll be home in just a couple of minutes.”
 
   But the feeling worsened. Enough to where Grandpa and Grandma exchanged worried glances.
 
   “What is it?” I finally asked, as we turned onto Chaffin’s Bend. The feeling began to wane, as if my question deflated it.
 
   “It’s hard to say for certain,” said Grandma, pausing to study each of us. “But I recognize the essence… it belongs to Irina. It is her anger that I feel… channeled along with malice from the others. It is good that we are now home, as the positive energy saturating the house and grounds is strong enough to push their hostility back.”
 
   She was right. Once we crossed Old Dominion Road, the oppressiveness fell away; leaving a pesky, barely discernible fog behind. By the time we pulled into the gravel drive leading up to the rear of our house, the welcoming feeling that we have grown familiar and dependent on since arriving from Chicago a month and a half earlier greeted us. Greeted us powerfully.
 
   Our refuge. Strong enough to ward off the Mateis’ evil designs for now… but would it always be that way?
 
   Time would tell. Probably soon… very soon.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Monday, July 6th. Day forty-eight. If only this day could’ve ended the way it began, with a truly hilarious moment.
 
   Regardless of how things turn out with my family and me in Denmark, Tennessee, I do believe I will always cherish the image in my head of ‘Horseshit’ Harry stumbling out our front door and scurrying home after getting the holy hell scared out of him.
 
   At the time, just before eleven that morning, Harris Martin was showing me the best way to clear more space between the boxwoods and the old iron fence out front. Harry’s startled cries for mercy and his “Get the hell away from me, ya goddamn demon!” drew the first snickers from Harris, and then I joined in. In truth, my initial voiced response would’ve been “What in the hell have you done now, Grandpa?!” But I clammed up with Harris standing next to me, his eyes opened wide in surprise.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned!” laughed Harris, after Harry fell down the short flight of steps from the front porch, landing hard on his ass twice, and then sprinted for the side gate across from his junkyard house. “Now, there’s somethin’ you don’t see everyday—and about time for it to happen to that asshole!”
 
   “I probably should go check on my grandfather and make sure he’s okay,” I said, finding it hard not to laugh, too, but worried about what was going on inside the house after hearing what I assumed was Grandpa cursing in Romanian. The foyer’s fine acoustic design amplified his voice to where it clearly reached the spot we presently worked, near the front sidewalk a good forty feet away from the front door. I dropped the hedge trimmer and ran for the front door with Harris right behind me. 
 
   “I tried to tell you, Father, that the man is a complete imbecile,” chided Manuel, who stood on the upstairs landing where he helped Grandpa remove broken wood and other debris from a tall window that faced the backyard—a window affording one of the best views from our house. “Will you at least allow me to fix the window frame and sill?”
 
   Grandpa nodded sullenly, and then turned his attention to me. I was halfway up the stairs and Harris stood below me at the base of the staircase. Grandpa nudged Manuel, who was murmuring a spell. He turned to face Harris.
 
   “I don’t suppose you can finish the travesty that used to be a tiled floor?” asked my uncle, to Harris. A broken pulley rope in the window frame began to repair itself behind Manuel. The spell was unhindered, and surely my uncle was banking on Harris not noticing. “If you can fix it, we will pay you well. We want the original floor restored, and the rest of the tile will need to be pulled up—but done so without the brute force that severely damaged a few boards over here.”
 
   He pointed to an area near one of the banisters. Harris nodded confidently.
 
   “You probably don’t know this, but my uncle, Jeremiah Martin, used to do work around here for the Clarkes,” Harris advised. “That’s how I learned this house… and I know it like the back of my hand. The only reason Mr. Clarke hired anybody other than my uncle was because he has a hard time stayin’ out of trouble. And the only time he ever hired Mr. Turner for anythin’ was when Uncle Jeremiah was in jail.”
 
   He looked away, as if embarrassed about his uncle, and wondering if he should have mentioned him.
 
   “Your uncle’s in jail now, isn’t he, son?” asked Grandpa.
 
   “Yes sir… he is.” Harris raised his gaze to meet my grandfather’s, and though it wasn’t obvious, I could detect the admiration in Grandpa’s solemn expression.
 
   “I already know that you are not like most contractors around here, and your work is very good.” Grandpa paused to survey the upstairs landing floor, which was in shambles: splintered wood—some of it plywood that needed to be removed anyway, along with soda cans and other trash left by Harry Turner, and the half-assed job of hanging protective tarp. “The job is yours if you want it. Sebastian has told us you are on the football team for the local high school, and we will work around that and anything else you have a commitment to. I believe you already understand the importance of your education, and we won’t get in the way of it…. So do you want the job?”
 
   “Yes sir. You won’t be disappointed,” Harris assured him, his eyes alight with excitement.
 
   I think we all believed the floor would be in good hands with Harris. And he was willing to do more than just repair the floor, in order to help restore the gallery to what it once looked like more than a century ago. The only thing he advised he couldn’t do was build a newel post to match the ones at the base of the stairs. Like us, though, he couldn’t understand why the Clarkes had removed the original newel posts upstairs and replaced them with faux Corinthian columns that didn’t fit the house’s legacy or design. And, ‘Horseshit’ Harry’s final contribution to our place was a block of wood standing where a newel post should go. Harris nearly lost his balance on the stairs from a fit of laughter when Grandpa told him that our temperamental neighbor promised to hand carve a newel post from the wood block.
 
   “I’m sorry, y’all… but that is really funny,” Harris told us, when he regained his composure. “I seriously doubt that Mr. Turner could carve anythin’ beyond stick figures in a Neanderthal’s cave. Sorry to tell y’all that, but as you can surely tell by now, the man is a crack-head buffoon.”
 
   “But you can fix everything else?” asked Manuel, while Grandpa and I were still laughing at Harris’ portrayal of Harry’s quirks a moment ago.
 
   “Oh, yeah—most definitely,” said Harris. “And, there is a guy around here who can build you a newel post that will be every bit as gorgeous as the two down below.” He pointed to the pair guarding the base of the stairs. 
 
   “Who, pray tell, would that be?” Grandpa asked, cynically.
 
   “It’s Harrison’s oldest boy, Sam Crawford,” he told him. “Dude is a master stair builder with the same artistic bent as his Pa, and I know y’all have seen what Mr. Crawford, Sr., can create. That old man’s a master, and his son is one, too!”
 
   Grandpa and I had seen Harrison’s amazing work at his shop, as mentioned earlier. If his son were half as talented as he was, whatever he made for us would have to be incredible. I could tell that Grandpa thought along similar lines, as the tenseness in his face relaxed.
 
   Surely there are those who would like to know what prompted Harry Turner’s humorous exit from our house. Unfortunately, I had to wait on those details until we finished cleaning Harry’s mess and Harris left to gather the proper tools needed to complete the job.
 
   “Well, it started with this,” said Grandpa, pointing to what was now a fully repaired window, courtesy of Manuel’s magic. “In addition to the pulley Harry broke, he snapped part of the windowsill off in the process. Too much brute force from a jackass who had the nerve to tell us he loves old houses. Said he grew up with his grandpa working on places just like this.”
 
   “Total bullshit,” added Manuel, who apparently was looking for other spots to fix before Harris returned.
 
   “Ah, yes… I agree,” said Grandpa. “But that’s not what stirred my anger to the rage it became. What did that was seeing all the crap he left up here, after I asked him nicely several times to kindly pick up after himself and to keep things neat. As you can see, that never happened…. Then, when I told him I was unhappy he had broken the windowsill, he lied and said it was already damaged before he touched it. I said, ‘What in the hell are you saying?’ and he repeated the same lie. I wasn’t about to let it go on, and I simply told him to fix it if he wanted to continue getting paid. I left him muttering under his breath, as I promised to take care of something for your grandmother downstairs. When I returned, he had made a childish effort to repair the splintered wood in the windowsill and added a fresh hammer mark to the middle of it.”
 
   “No, shit?” I could scarcely believe the gall. 
 
   “Indeed, it’s true, son. It was something you couldn’t miss, but it’s gone now that Manny took care of it…. Still, it was enough to send me over the edge. Sort of like the guy was either baiting me to fire him or acting like a five-year-old brat for me calling him out on his antics—or both.” Grandpa shook his head disgustedly. “I thought about his little snide remarks from the past couple weeks. Apparently he hated the Clarkes, and kept calling our house a big fat pig. ‘You put lipstick on a pig, it’s still a pig.’”
 
   “He seriously said that?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Good thing I wasn’t present when he did,” I said, feeling my own blood begin to simmer. “I would’ve told him that the only pigsty around here is his frigging place, which was once the home of a well-liked gay couple who had it really looking nice, and who poured a bunch of money into it before one of the guys got really sick—according to Julien. ‘Horseshit’ Harry bought it for a song, and since then he and his brood have totally trashed it in just a matter of a few years. All it lacks is the lipstick he mentioned, and he’d have the pig he described!”
 
   Grandpa chuckled at my indignation, and maybe it made him feel better about his reaction, since any of us would’ve responded the same way. It sounded like Harris was coming up the steps to the porch, and my grandfather moved down the stairs to greet him.
 
   “Well, there is one last thing, and it’s probably why he left in the hysterical state he did,” said Grandpa, looking back up at me. “I decided to have a little fun with the sorry bastard before he left. Sort of a little ‘going away’ present to make sure he never comes back.”
 
   “Like what?” I was almost afraid to ask.
 
   “Like me suddenly berating him like a madman, cursing in Romanian as I rose into the air above the banister,” he said. “Then I added a few illusions to drive the experience deep into his psyche.”
 
   “Oh shit.”
 
   “No, Bas, it was amazing!” said Manuel. “Father pulled the illusion he is famous for to this day with the Radus of Europe.”
 
   “Here in the States, I call it my ‘Sleepy Hollow’ trick,” said Grandpa over his shoulder, as Harris gently rapped on the glass of the front door. 
 
   “Oh, no!”
 
   “Oh, delightfully yes, indeed!” said Manuel. “You should’ve seen the imbecile stagger back when your grandfather’s eyes turned into glowing red coals, and then fell to his knees when Father removed his head and tucked it under his left arm, while he continued to berate him in the finest Romanian swear words known to mankind. Too bad this Harry idiot couldn’t understand a damned thing thrown at him.”
 
   Impossible not to laugh at the inspired imagery, as I pictured my grandfather floating headless above the startled handyman that Harris insinuated might have a drug problem. Perhaps Harry thought this was a bad hallucination come back for a second turn. And for those worried about our normalcy cover being blown by Grandpa’s indiscretion, I ask this: Who would ever believe the ever-popular Harry Turner’s tale about a headless old man telling him he had been fired for his piss-poor performance? My point exactly.
 
   I would’ve laughed longer and harder had it not been for the distraught expression on Harris’s face when Grandpa opened the door.
 
   “Mr. Radu… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry to tell you this, but Ms. Sadee just now told me that she’s headed to the hospital. Ms. Meredith is takin’ your wife and Bas’s mom to the hospital right now.”
 
   “Huh? Why?!” I said, echoing my grandfather’s hushed response in panic as I raced down the stairs. “Are they hurt?”
 
   “No, it’s not them,” said Harris, fighting back tears. “I’m so sorry, Bas… your dad’s been shot.”
 
    
 
   * * * * * 
 
    
 
   I hated asking Grandpa to allow Manuel to charm Harris. Yes, I could’ve done it myself, but a basic rule in our family of witches and warlocks is age and experience always comes before youth. Always. Grandpa did it himself, and we left my new buddy behind to work on the floor as if nothing was amiss. No crisis, no worries, and nothing to prevent Harris from keeping his full attention on stripping old carpet glue from the house’s original heart pine floor upstairs.
 
   In the meantime, the three of us took the wormhole route to reach Herschel County’s only hospital, located a mile south of Denmark’s downtown district. We stepped into a corner of the waiting room outside the ICU and joined my mom, sis, and grandma as they drew comfort from Meredith and Sadee, who had just arrived a moment before us (probably a blessing, since it would’ve been tough to explain how we beat her getting there).
 
   “How is he?” I asked, leading my uncle and grandfather to where they sat. Mom’s eyes were red from crying, and I feared the worst until I saw calmer expressions on Alisia’s and Grandma’s faces.
 
   “It was a sniper,” said Mom between sobs. “They almost got him…. We need to leave here, and do it right away!”
 
   I moved everyone out of my way and took my mother in my arms. I held her tight and told her over and over that we would be all right, and we would do whatever is necessary to get to someplace safer. I could feel Grandma, Grandpa, Manuel, and Alisia hovering around us. A soft tap on my right shoulder drew my attention. Alisia motioned for me to step aside with her, and I reluctantly released my mother. My grandparents took my place, while Manuel looked on, seemingly unsure how best to respond.
 
   “It was a wand shot,” said Alisia, quietly, once we were out of earshot of the others. “It happened outside of Harrison’s banjo shop.”
 
   “Dad was going to meet him for lunch today, I remember,” I said, trying to picture where the Matei coward had hidden, perhaps behind the steeple atop the massive Baptist church across the street. “It could’ve happened to any of us.”
 
   “Someone is going to die soon if things don’t change… and it might well be a Matei,” she said, sounding just as distraught by the potential death of a hated enemy as the demise of a beloved family member. As if sensing my confusion she eyed me compassionately. “Another death—regardless of where it comes from will only deepen the feud. All you have to do is look at the history books to know what happens when tit for tat is allowed to go unabated, Bas. We could easily end up wiping each other from the face of the earth, along with many innocent people who just happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
   Hatfields and McCoys in Kentucky… Catholics and Protestants in Ireland… Christians and Muslims in Beirut, and throughout the volatile Middle East…. I could go on and on with examples to prove her point. I suddenly realized who from our side could draw first blood, and felt a cold chill cross my spine.
 
   “Where’s Adrian?” I asked, thinking of his warning to the Mateis in the Southern Comfort Inn’s parking lot just a couple of weeks ago. 
 
   “He’s with Dad,” said Alisia. “Grandma says he ‘enamored’ himself into the good graces of the doctors examining Dad. There wouldn’t be any fragments to remove, like a bullet or something. And, guns rarely have an effect on our kind, as you know…. Grandma thinks that Adrian just wants to make sure the surgeon in attendance doesn’t send any reports that can come back to haunt us, like what happened in Chicago when Grandpa was hit in the arm by an errant warning wand shot in the winter confrontation of 1982. Remember the visit we got from the FBI a few weeks later?”
 
   “Yeah… that was pretty weird,” I admitted. “Dad thought the doctors sent a tissue sample to some testing facility in Atlanta, Georgia…. Damn, I had forgotten about it.”
 
   “Adrian didn’t. Grandma says he told her things are even worse in Europe, where Interpol has tracked down the whereabouts of every Matei and Radu witch and warlock, and they are all catalogued in some huge database that has more information from our long history that goes far beyond the legends Grandpa remembers.”
 
   “Well…. Oh shit, here comes Dad and Adrian.” 
 
   I pointed to the reception desk, marveling at the extent of Adrian’s bewitching influence. No one seemed alarmed or even concerned when my uncle discarded the white lab coat he had taken from some physician and placed it on the counter next to the switchboard. All the while, the admin/receptionist and nurses seemed unconcerned, smiling lovingly at the ruggedly handsome older sibling of my dazed Dad, who obviously was still feeling the effect of a wand spark that came dangerously close to his heart. A hollow-point bullet to the chest might bring discomfort similar to indigestion for us, but a wand shot to the heart could explode the organ. Just like any other creature on this planet, if the heart dies, so does its owner.
 
   Mom ran up to Dad and hugged him tightly, while Adrian kept everyone moving to the exit. He paused at the receptionist’s station, pretending to close out whatever paperwork I felt certain he had already destroyed. The charade was effective for its intent, as Sadee and Meredith followed everyone else out the door without an ounce of obvious suspicion. A covert masterpiece that surely Ian Fleming would admire, I now had a new hero to go along with Julien Mays. 
 
   A new antihero.
 
   “Come along kids,” said Adrian, grinning knowingly at both Alisia and me, but especially at me, no doubt aware of my unfiltered and unhidden thoughts. After all, there was no attempt this time to distract his probing with raccoons and moles to hide a certain Matei beauty. Those thoughts were safely buried. My mind was simply a sponge at the moment, taking everything in that was going on around me. “Looks like we’ve got some work to do.”
 
   Confident, with skills and awareness I could scarcely understand, Uncle Adrian was also one very dangerous warlock to mess with. The predatory glint behind his smiling eyes said so. 
 
   When the moment of retaliation came, the Mateis wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   For the next two days we sequestered ourselves inside our antebellum abode, where Adrian and Manuel used a variety of spells to fortify the place like a medieval fortress. During that time no one other than the Deans, Mays, and Crawfords were allowed inside, and their very short visits happened only when we were all prepared with our ‘happy faces’. Harris was allowed to finish the initial repairs to the floor upstairs Monday night, and then Grandpa gave him a week’s pay in advance to work on the barn project. From Monday evening through Wednesday a lively debate raged on, where everything from full-scale warfare to fleeing Denmark by broomstick was proposed and vigorously discussed.
 
   Adrian and Manuel pushed hard to go to war, largely because they have the knowledge and prowess to take out nearly all of the Matei clan gathered in Denmark. But, Grandpa wisely advised against it. The extended families for both sides were watching what happened here from afar…. Yeah, I wasn’t aware of that fact either until Wednesday night, other than I’ve feared the Elders’ displeasure in regard to code violations. But, admittedly, I always thought of their involvement to be along the lines of the IRS, and how the tax people will eventually catch up with violators of the US tax code. Apparently, it is more like the other government agencies’ clandestine operations, or the mafia, where in our case metaphysical eavesdropping and other psychic tools are employed on a frequent, and even daily basis.
 
   That wasn’t Grandpa’s only beef, though. If things got out of hand, there would be untold bloodshed—for semi immortals and mortals alike. Denmark could be irreparably hurt, and the aforementioned government agencies—such as the FBI, CIA, or the newly empowered Department of Homeland Security—could be all the way up our asses for a very long time—likely for as long as we remained in the United States.
 
   “We have to be smart… smarter than the Mateis,” he advised. “I’m right about this, my sons. We will have very few opportunities to strike an effective blow and still maintain our independent status with our brothers and sisters overseas. It is imperative that we don’t screw this up!”
 
   This came on Wednesday night, after he had patiently listened to my father—who was nearly fully recovered from his injury—and mother go toe to toe against my uncles, volleying proposals and counter-proposals that grew more heated by the hour. Grandma abstained, casting occasional glances toward Grandpa, as if waiting on his analysis of the situation, or his approval to share hers. This was, after all, one of those rare times when our patriarch truly ruled the roost.
 
   In the end, Adrian and Manuel reluctantly agreed to forego violence… for now. But since, like the rest of us, they had taken an immediate liking to the house and its unique spiritual feeling that everyone seemed to notice, they inquired about keeping it, should the rest of us decide to leave. 
 
   “The house’s welcome to ‘one and all’ makes me believe that Corina and the girls would enjoy living here,” said Manuel. “I’m sure it would be the same for Carmen and Lucian, too, would it not, Adrian?”
 
   “If Father and Gabriel would agree to sell it to us, why not?” Adrian agreed. “And, of course, if Mother and Silvia agreed as well…. It would take a place like this to get our wives and children to leave the ancestral castle in Romania, as surely you agree, my brother.”
 
   “Yes… this is true,” said Manuel, allowing his gaze to roam across the twelve-foot ceilings in the kitchen, where we were presently gathered. “It might take them a moment to get used to a smaller dwelling, but it certainly would feel like a real ‘home’ much more than our drafty twelfth century fortress in the foothills of the Făgăraș Mountains.”
 
   “Don’t make any plans just yet,” said Grandpa, wearing a pained expression. “Leaving might be best, but until a decision to move elsewhere becomes the crystal clear answer for us, we will act as though we are staying put. So, there will be no more talk of selling this place to anybody until that happens. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Father… we will honor your stubborn wishes,” said Adrian, to which Manuel nodded with a grimace. “But I pray that you’ll be diligent and not wait too long to act.”
 
   “When have I ever?” asked Grandpa, testily.
 
   “I’m sorry… my bad,” said Adrian, sounding funny using American slang as he bowed out of a potential confrontation with his old man before it picked up steam. “I’ll await your direction.”
 
   I smiled at Adrian’s tact and moxie, hoping one day I might learn to maneuver as smoothly as he did. But I had my own questions, too.
 
   “May I voice a concern?” I asked. 
 
   Up until then, Alisia and I had mostly held our tongues, following traditional protocol for such discussions treated much more seriously than casual conversations. 
 
   “Go ahead, Sebastian,” said Grandpa.
 
   “What happens if we move to Austin, and the Mateis follow us, and then we move to Las Vegas or Los Angeles, and they follow us again… and again and again. Would we ever be any better off than if we stood our ground where we are right now?”
 
   No response from anyone… just sullen stares from everyone but Manuel and Adrian, who eyed me admiringly. So I continued.
 
   “Would the Elders and brothers and sisters you mentioned, Grandpa, have any preference for how we handle this situation?”
 
   “We’ve touched on similar questions the past two days, Sebastian, but I must say this is a nice clean way to address the crux of the matter,” said Grandpa, allowing a slight smile to pull on the corners of his lips. “No, we would not be better off, other than postponing the inevitable. As for the Elders and those who are watching from Europe? Their only concerns are for the fallout from an escalated war, since as I mentioned earlier, Interpol and others are already interested in our families’ extensive operations.”
 
   “In other words, there isn’t a good reason to flee yet,” said Dad, drawing an immediate snicker from Manuel.
 
   “And there would never be one if you let Adrian and me exterminate the bitches!” added Manuel.
 
   That brought a round of laughter from almost everyone younger than three hundred—namely those of us who embraced the modern culture of the late twentieth and twenty-first century youth.
 
   “All the more reason to heed Georghe’s warnings and advice,” said Grandma, finally finding an opportunity to add her two cents. “I think we now have reached a consensus that says to remain here, for better or worse, since all of us have personal reasons with merit. Although, I would prefer that we avoid violence unless absolutely necessary.”
 
   “As long as they shoot first—and you know they will,” said Adrian. “But for better or worse, we have reached an understanding. Thank you, Sebastian.”
 
   Our two-day ‘survival’ conference thankfully came to an end soon after Adrian’s pronouncement. Not that we let down our guard—far from it. But the focus had changed from ‘eager flight’ to standing our ground. As Grandma and he said, for better or worse, and with life and death for members from both families hanging in the balance, we had made our choice. Victory or defeat—and the hoped-for final resolution of our ancient feud—was now completely in the hands of fate.
 
    
 
   * * * * * 
 
    
 
   The hardest thing about residing in a newly determined war zone is knowing when the actual ‘war’ will start. I’m talking about something well beyond sniper fire, or a traditional Molotov cocktail smashing through a front picture window. It would likely feature hand-to-hand combat, and in our case, wand-to-wand warfare.
 
   Keep in mind that the war zone’s expanse covered the entire town of Denmark, and that distinction made everything from the post office to the local barbeque stands, barber shops, and square boutiques fair game. For the noble citizens of our mini-metropolis, it meant the only safe place for them was in their houses, shuttered, locked, and if possible, barricaded inside a steel-enforced storm cellar.
 
   Deathly afraid of local casualties and assured exposure of our warlock and witch status either by video and still shots from smart phones owned by normal human bystanders or the local press, I braced myself for when the initial Matei attack would start. And, most definitely, we wanted them to strike first.
 
   Because of their obvious leeriness of Adrian, it seemed logical they would wait for a moment of separation to capitalize on. At the same time, he wasn’t about to leave us alone for a single minute. 
 
   Count on my sis to be the first one to say ‘Hell no!’ to that shit and defy Adrian’s big brotherly protectiveness. Which brings us to….
 
   Day 51, Thursday, July 9th
 
   “You promised last week to take me to the little ice cream parlor off the square,” she said, when I told her I intended to stay home, and indoors, until the shit storm blew over. “We can bring our wands as a precaution, and I’ve got Manuel’s cell number programmed in my phone.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear what Dad told us this morning?” I asked, perturbed by her persistence to test new boundaries in this hostile environment. “He told us to stick around here, with the yard markers serving as our boundaries.”
 
   “I heard what he said… but I didn’t hear one damned thing about having to do anything, other than be careful,” she countered. “The square is just two blocks away, so in a very real sense walking there isn’t much different than walking around our yard a few times. So, we can either die from excessive boredom, or not give in to the Matei assholes and enjoy a double-decker ice cream cone.”
 
   She added an almost seductive doe-eyed stare that had almost always worked on me since her first kindergarten tour, back in 1943. It almost worked right then… almost.
 
   “That magical ice cream delight you speak of will still be there once things simmer down,” I told her, trying to muster enough charm to let her down gently. “In fact, simmering down would be a good thing to consider for you.”
 
   Well… nearly a gentle landing. But, Alisia was far from ready to give up on getting what she wanted that day. Not sure if it was really the ice cream she craved, or instead, her steadfast loathing of being told what she could and couldn’t do.
 
   “Okay, you win, Bas,” she said, grabbing her wand and broomstick before heading for the front door. 
 
   We stood in the foyer, and everyone else enjoyed an unexpected cool afternoon on the back porch. I damned near yelled for them to help me stop my obstinate sis from leaving. But Alisia exited the house before I could. I ran after her.
 
   “So, are you coming or not?” she said, wearing an elfin grin while her broomstick quivered in her grip above her head, just below the front porch’s hanging light.
 
   “I swear… if this turns out badly….” I couldn’t finish my condemnation. She grinned mischievously and disappeared into a wormhole I failed to notice had already formed, near the base of the upstairs balcony. “Shit!”
 
   I called my wand and broomstick and gave chase, hoping to stop her and pull her back to our predetermined boundaries in the yard. But I fell out of the wormhole close to the rear entrance of the Denmark Bank and Trust building, located next door to Tuttle’s Ice Cream Shoppe. Alisia waited for me by the door.
 
   “Double devil’s food chocolate, pralines and cream, or your favorite, bananas foster?”
 
   “How about ‘get the hell back to safety’ shoved into a sugar cone?”
 
   “Oh, don’t be such an assbag—you’re too good for that!” she teased. “See ya inside.”
 
   She didn’t wait for me to join her once again, only this time I was quick enough to stay with her. A very good thing, as it turned out.
 
   Simion and Magdalena Matei were seated in a corner, although it looked like other people were with them, based on the unattended ice cream cups and sodas positioned around the table. I looked away from them and casually scanned the rest of the shop, thankful my eyes were hidden from view by my shades.
 
   “Don’t look anywhere but at me. We’ve got company,” I whispered to Alisia, motioning slightly with my head toward the Mateis. 
 
   “I can ignore them… but can you?” she whispered back. “I think I’m ready to place an order.” She pointed to the ice cream tub half-filled with the double devil’s food chocolate she craved, and mouthed silently for me to make my choice.
 
   “I’ll take a double dip of bananas foster,” I said, reaching for my wallet.
 
   “I’ve got the cost for that order covered,” said Serghei Matei from behind me. A chill had preceded his words by a nanosecond. Although he hadn’t been present in the shop just moments ago, he wasted little time in accosting my sister and me.
 
   “No… I’ve got it,” I told him, glancing over my shoulder. He was flanked by his uncles, who eyed me like the hoodlums of prohibition once did, with cold, detached anger. Killing stares.
 
   I ignored their presence as best I could, noticing Alisia’s ‘devil may care’ attitude had disappeared along with her confidence. I worried about what she was picking up from either the thoughts of those around us, or what her gifts allowed her to see from the future. Neither option prompted optimism.
 
   Before I could pay for my treat that no longer appeared mouth watering, Serghei threw down a ten-dollar bill, telling the cashier/ice cream chick to keep the change. I hesitated to take the cone from the girl, and it proved to be the catalyst for what transpired for much of the next hour.
 
   “Do you remember the little party hats from our childhood as American kids, Sebastian?” he said, snickering. 
 
   I shook my head, not caring if I remembered or not.
 
   “Well, this should remind you,” he said. 
 
   In a flash I understood what he intended to do, but was too slow to react or stop it. He grabbed the cone and mashed it upside down on my head. Apparently he added a surge of warmth, as the bananas foster ice cream became liquid, running down my forehead and the sides of my face.
 
   Laughter surrounded us, and I could feel the warmth of rage and embarrassment flood my cheeks. The fury conquered my shyness, and my sister eyed me with stark fear, and surely read the images of Serghei’s face melting before his head exploded in my mind. No doubt, she saw the reversal of my mind’s fantasy as the more likely reality.
 
   “Oh, is something the matter, Sebastian? Do you need a hankie to stop the tears from falling?” teased Serghei, to flowing rounds of laughter from the rest of the Mateis. He pulled out his iPhone and pointed it at me. “Maybe we should Instagram this, boys, since it’s not every day we see a Radu look like the yellow, slimy rodents that they are!”
 
   “Why don’t we take this outside—just you and me—Serghei?” I retorted, finding it difficult to keep my voice from shaking. “The only yellow rodents around here are the blondes in your family. Let’s see how you handle a true ‘one on one’ contest. Or… do you even have the balls for it?”
 
   Despite Alisia’s nervousness, she smiled at me. If nothing else, she admired my bold response. Maybe she could add something along those lines to the epitaph on my tombstone.
 
   “Oooh… such tough talk from the youngest vermin of the Radu clan,” Serghei replied, coolly. “I’ve got steel cojones, which are much bigger and stronger than the pair of peas between your legs.”
 
   “Ladies first,” I said, motioning to the exit.
 
   “You really want to die, don’t you?”
 
   “No… just want to teach an obnoxious dumbass a lesson.”
 
   He laughed meanly as he brushed by me, and his growing entourage followed after him. Until then, I hadn’t noticed Daciana’s presence. She walked alongside her mother, Magdelena, who eyed me suspiciously, and then looked at her daughter, who had just shot me a worried glance from eyes the same emerald green as her mom’s. A look, I should say, that conveyed as much infatuation as it did concern for my welfare.
 
   I felt a surge of energy, which pleased my heart as much as it amazed me. I watched as she and the rest of her family exited the ice cream shop. I glanced at Alisia. She frowned and shook her head subtly while shifting her gaze from me to where Daciana had exited and back again.
 
   Hey, I honestly couldn’t help it. I hated myself for thinking of anything other than kicking Serghei’s sorry ass around the square. Alisia followed me as we tentatively exited Tuttle’s and entered the square.
 
   “Let’s do this,” said Serghei, once all of the warlocks and witches from inside the shop now stood in the square. “Just you and me, piss ant. Wands only, and no knives, guns, etc…. Looks like the parking area near the courthouse steps would be the optimum place to hold our little contest, and then I’ll bury your ass beneath the concrete….” 
 
   I’m sure worse taunts escaped this miscreant’s vile mouth, but as we neared the courthouse steps where the few straggling locals hanging out in the lawn and strolling along the scenic walkways instinctively backed away from us, I suddenly remembered leaving my wand on the counter of the ice cream store. Foolish and most definitely stupidly careless, I hadn’t actually used mine for a spell in almost ten years. Hell, we hardly ever had an occasion that required me to participate in the sorts of spells that required a wand, and until recently our détente with the Mateis negated the need to carry one around.
 
   A bad habit to have, and surely a latent death wish in the present moment. 
 
   If facing a duel with Serghei Matei meant hand-to-hand combat, I would’ve felt much better about my chances of either a victory, or at least a fight to a draw. I doubted his fist fighting skills were any better than my own, since the training I received from my father, grandfather, and my uncles stemmed from the same approach used centuries ago in personal combat.
 
   My throat suddenly went dry and as Serghei pulled out his wand and motioned for me to take my stance thirty paces away, I glanced worriedly at Alisia. She immediately picked up on my predicament, and looked down at my empty right hand.
 
   “Wait!” she cried out. “It’s not a fair fight! My brother is unarmed!”
 
   I think until that moment she had been hopeful of a few wand shots from both Serghei and me that would result in minimal damage to our persons. Something akin to singed hair, or light burns along the skin beneath our shirtsleeves and pant legs. That is usually how things have gone in the past, when a duel has happened between our families. The shot my father endured was totally different than that, where a hidden sniper could focus all of their energy into a kill shot, which would’ve ended Dad’s life had the wand’s plasma flare hit its mark.
 
   My being unarmed changed the dynamics of the duel, and normally the disadvantaged participant would merely face humiliation for being ill prepared, and our families would go their separate ways—one in the joy of victory and the other shamed for their incompetence. That’s what I expected….
 
   “You can’t attack an unarmed warlock, Serghei! It’s against the—”
 
   “Code?” he sneered, mocking my sister’s angst disdainfully. “Your brother should know better. And, now that he has eyes for one of us, he has already crossed a forbidden line. I shall now do the same!”
 
   He took aim at my torso, while I looked around for somewhere to hide—even if just long enough to come up with a longer plan of survival. There was nowhere to go, and worse, before Alisia could defend me with her wand, Serafim was upon her, snapping the end off of her beechwood empress and rendering it useless. 
 
   I didn’t know if my wand would hear me from this distance, and after I carelessly left it exposed. Yes, that sort of behavior can have adverse affect on a wand’s behavior. Remember, wands are like living things, since they are empowered with life altering abilities and carry defined personalities within them.
 
   I had to try to call it… and prayed that my pleading tone and use of its association with my great grandfather, who willed it to me during his final days on earth, would be enough.
 
   “Paznic de Aurel veni la mine!” I shouted. Guardian of Aurel come to me!
 
   Serghei laughed, along with his father and uncles. But before he could muster a shot to my chest, the double doors to the ice cream parlor flew open and a gleaming object sped toward me through the air. I grabbed the wand and fell to the ground, as a heated plasma stream of electricity flew just above me, crackling in the area where my midsection had been only seconds earlier. I rolled over, chanting a spell of defense and protection of those held dear, and then launched my own plasma stream, tinted orange—a bit more aggressive than I intended, but effective.
 
   Serghei’s and my streams met just above our heads and then locked onto each other. From here on out, it would be strength of wills that would determine the winner: him in his rage and hatred versus me and my desperate fight to protect those I loved, as well as the innocent bystanders who now numbered well over one hundred, hiding behind automobiles and the downtown square’s statues and park benches.
 
   Suddenly the rest of the Mateis drew their wands and I saw a blur speeding overhead that knocked Serafim away from my sister. Adrian had arrived, and before my sister’s stunned Matei assailant could recover and react, my uncle had gathered Alisia in his arms and carried her over to where the rest of my family stood, facing the row of Mateis witnessing Serghei’s and my battle. The armed tips of their wands glowed in readiness.
 
   I must admit that much of what took place after a volley of Romanian taunts and threats was limited to my peripheral range. While Serghei and I pushed against each other’s plasma streams in our struggle for supremacy, wand flares crossed ours from both sides. The air sizzled with intense energy, and several limbs from the majestic pin oaks, black walnuts, and maples in the square crashed to the ground. Some were engulfed in flames, and I heard anxious cries and shouts from Denmark’s populace that remained in attendance for the first official ‘Matei-Radu battle’ ever in this region of the world. 
 
   My worry about the events going on around us eventually distracted me to where an errant wand flare from Serghei knocked me twenty feet into one of the aforementioned trees. I slammed into it awkwardly, bloodying my nose when I landed on the unforgiving lawn face-first. I assumed Serghei would finish me off, knowing his disregard for the guidelines of The Code. But before he could reach me, he too was thrown into a tree, one of the taller oaks, courtesy of a wand shot from my father. Serghei slid to the ground unconscious, and before Simion, Serafim, and Cristian could retaliate, Adrian stood between them and my father, who had come over to assist me. Adrian held two wands, pointed from his waist like a gunslinger from the Old West. The only Matei who could tip the battle into a true blood fest at that point was Valerian, and for a moment it looked like he would attack my oldest uncle. But when Grandpa leaped through the air in time to place the tip of his wand against the Matei patriarch’s carotid artery, Valerian lowered his wand. 
 
   Ancient customs took precedence, as when Valerian surrendered, Grandpa did the same. The rest of the warlocks and witches on either side followed suit.
 
   We had fought to a standstill—both families bearing bruised and battered members, but no serious injuries. Had the Mateis retreated home by way of wormholes, our stay in Denmark, Tennessee might have ended that very night. However, they calmly returned to their luxury automobiles parked near Tuttle’s Ice Cream Shoppe and climbed in. They sped away, disregarding the traffic light on Woodard Street as they raced back to their side of town. Sadly, I didn’t see Daciana again, and my heart’s immediate ache for her surprised me.
 
   Meanwhile, the rest of us slowly looked around at the audience we had attracted—at least three hundred fearful souls. 
 
   A very bad day stood to get much worse. We were so screwed!
 
   While worrying we might be best served by a sudden wormhole escape, an idea occurred to me. The thought initially made little sense… but on a day such as this, what could possibly seem logical or natural?
 
   “Alisia… tell the others to follow my lead,” I whispered to my sister, who had recovered from her attack and limped over to my side to check on me. 
 
   “What in the hell are you talking about?” she replied, louder than I would’ve liked.
 
   “You have to trust me…. Tell the ones who can hear you by thought to simply follow my lead and smile,” I urged her. “Tell everyone else the same thing in Romanian. Okay?”
 
   Not waiting for her to comply, I turned to face the largest section of wide-eyed spectators. I bowed, lifting my gaze toward the murmuring audience while allowing my forced smile to fully widen. Then I glanced at my sister, offering her a playful wink, and she curtseyed.
 
   From there, the rest of our family quickly caught on, repeatedly bowing and curtseying while the crowd gave us a rousing ovation. They clapped and cheered, and I was pleasantly surprised that my idea worked. Even when a damaged gargoyle above The Sanchuan Garden crashed onto the pavement below, instead of scurrying for cover, the crowd continued to rain applause upon us.
 
   “So, what in the hell was that all about?” my father asked, when we were safely away from the square, as we walked back to our house taking a short cut to Old Dominion. “All of this could have been avoided if you two had simply obeyed my orders to remain in the yard. What was so damned difficult about that?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t think something like this would happen—at least not in the square,” Alisia told him. “It’s my fault.”
 
   “Actually, it’s more my fault,” I said. “I should’ve allowed the prick named Serghei to dump ice cream on my head undeterred.” Mostly this was sincere.
 
   “Hmmm…. The banana is a nice touch,” Dad teased, patting my shoulder to confirm the joke. “You should wear it for a week or so, Bas…. Maybe it will serve as a reminder for you not to act on your whims. In the meantime, this should buy us some time to figure out where to go next.”
 
   “Or, whether we should continue to stand our ground,” added Mom. “After all, we were here first and should be treated with respect.”
 
   Not sure if that argument had merit, or not. After all, it didn’t do much for the Lenape Indians when they traded Manhattan for pox-laden blankets and some trinkets. But perhaps battling to a standstill could count as a victory of some measure. 
 
   It just depended on the Mateis, and when and where the next attack would come from. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The hot topic of ‘Should we stay or should we go?’ made for a much more volatile conversation than any of our previous ‘flight’ discussions. It lasted until the dawn’s light crept in through the eastern windows of our grand antebellum the following morning. In the end nothing was settled that Friday, other than Adrian’s vow to obliterate the next Matei who threatened any of us. Grandpa’s continued cautionary stance had lost its teeth, and both of my uncles had moved past the breaking point of respect for his final authority. I think he knew it, too, as he pleaded for them both to not cavalierly anger the Elders. They floated upstairs on the way to their hidden quarters in the attic, and he hurried to the foyer to implore them for a commitment to heed his request to not incite another confrontation with our enemies. I heard Manuel give a tepid agreement before disappearing into Alisia’s bedroom closet, where the hidden entrance to the attic awaited him and Adrian.
 
   “Father, let them rest. I will speak with Adrian and Manuel before they rejoin us this afternoon,” said Dad, slipping his arm around Grandpa’s shoulders to give him a hug. “By then, I should have the latest list of available properties out west to review.”
 
   “We’re not moving without a majority vote,” Mom said, from inside the doorway to the dining room, where we had spent most of the past night’s ongoing argument. “And, Bas, it was a passionate discussion—not a war of words, as you have incorrectly assumed.”
 
   “I didn’t say it wasn’t a passionate discussion,” I countered, hating her voyeurism into my thoughts. I acted surprised, unwilling to concede any unnecessary ground—especially for what seemed like splitting hairs.
 
   “Passionate discussion does sound a lot better than ‘ongoing argument’,” said Alisia, grinning at me. “It’s not splitting hairs.”
 
   Know what I hate even worse? The two of them tag-teaming me.
 
   “It could be three of us instead of just your mother and sister ganging up on you, my dear,” teased Grandma, carrying a serving tray into the kitchen. “Can I get anyone anything while I’m in here? Anyone care for breakfast?”
 
   “I’d like to first have a look at the neighborhood from our roof,” Grandpa advised, pausing to plant a soft kiss on my grandmother’s forehead. “Then I’ll take a nap while Gabriel keeps an eye on things until I’m up for good.”
 
   “I’ll brew a fresh pot of coffee, Mother,” said Mom, following her into the kitchen. “Then I’ll keep Gabe company until he retires.”
 
   “Sounds like almost everyone is planning on sacrificing sleep today,” I said, the burn in my eyes steadily getting worse. Admittedly, I had not slept well the past few nights for a number of reasons, and it had caught up with me. 
 
   “Everyone but them,” said Alisia, pointing to the ceiling high above the foyer, where light creaks announced our uncles’ footsteps in the attic.
 
   “And me,” I said, drawing raised eyebrows from all three ladies. “But it will just be for a few hours, and then I’ll help patrol the house.”
 
   “Sleep for as long as you need to, son,” said Grandpa. “You’ll do us more good if you aren’t nodding off tonight.”
 
   “What’s happening tonight?” I asked.
 
   “It’s Toma Matei’s birthday,” said Grandma, when Mom and Dad said nothing, looking at Grandpa, who looked at her. “It hasn’t been a notable event since World War II, but given the fact we are all starting over in a new city, I would expect the wounds felt by Irina and Valerian have been refreshed since they never allowed a natural healing process to take place when he died.”
 
   “So, will we be attacked, you think?” asked Alisia.
 
   “I doubt it,” said Grandpa, peering longingly at the Beauregard’s roof through the living room’s east side window. “They fear Adrian’s wizardry and temper too much, I believe. But, it doesn’t mean they won’t try to find a breach in our protective spells and launch an attack against someone weaker… like you kids.”
 
   “There won’t be any shenanigans like yesterday, though, will there?”
 
   Dad looked at me more than Alisia as he said this, and for a moment I felt the heat of indignation warm my cheeks. Even so, I nodded compliantly, as did Alisia.
 
   “Good… then we have nothing to worry about,” he said, sending a subtle wink to our mother. “And if you go outside, what is the rule again?”
 
   “We stay inside the borders of the yard,” my sister affirmed.
 
   “Very good.”
 
   Dad seemed quite pleased, and I wanted to yell out that my sister and I were no longer young kids who needed to be coddled and protectively watched over. Yet, considering his recent brush with death at the hands of the Mateis, I knew there would be no leniency or audience for a perspective that differed from his own. Not to mention, Mom certainly felt just as strongly as he did.
 
   It made it easy for me to hole up in my bedroom, though sleep didn’t come as easy as I had hoped and assumed it would. And when restless boredom inspired me to find my sister, just after noon, I found her reading one of her beloved Jane Austin paperbacks in the shade behind the barn.
 
   “Well, you missed the vote,” she told me, when I tried to sneak up on her and failed miserably.
 
   “What vote?”
 
   “The vote to leave or stay,” she advised. “It was close, but as of Monday, the house is officially going on the market.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes,” she said, closing her book to look up at me. 
 
   She looked depressed, which told me her vote must’ve been for us to stay…. This surprised me, but not nearly as much as the sudden feeling of alienation returning full force to my solar plexus, like a sucker punch to the gut. As if I was back in mid-May again, when I first heard the news we were moving to some hick town in the south. Ironically, the very place I had dreaded moving to had managed to sink some pretty deep talons into my heart and soul since then. I didn’t want to leave. Or, more accurately, I wasn’t ready to leave. Not yet.
 
   “Your vote was the one to swing us to leaving,” Alisia continued, looking off toward the majestic willow tree that guarded the corner of Chaffin’s bend and Lee Street like a proud sentry.
 
   “What?! I never voted!” I protested. 
 
   “You didn’t have to vote for everyone to know you never wanted to come here, and could hardly wait to move on to someplace else,” she said. “So, Dad counted you as one of the votes to leave, and it was enough to swing the victory to a decision to move either to Austin or Denver. They sound like great places, but….”
 
   “But the Mateis will pursue us there!” I said, feeling my anger rising. “It’s pointless and stupid to move!”
 
   “Not to mention no one is going to pay the amount of money we gave for the house,” she said. “That’s what Mom and Adrian pointed out, but Grandpa, Grandma, and Dad said they will take the loss and any flack we’ll get from the Elders for not meeting the minimum stay of a year. I thought Manuel would side with Adrian, but since he is thinking of going back to Europe, he voted to leave for our safety. That made it four votes to three in favor of leaving, and your vote—even if it had been counted as neutral since you were sleeping—would’ve clinched the decision to go.”
 
   “But I want to stay.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve changed my mind.”
 
   “Seriously? In just a matter of six to seven weeks?” she said disbelievingly. “Wait… wait a second. This is about the Matei girl, isn’t it?”
 
   “No, it’s not,” I said, momentarily forgetting Alisia could scan my mind for the truth. “Well… at least not totally.”
 
   “Bullshit, Bas,” she said, rising to her feet and holding me in her penetrating gaze.
 
   “No… I am being honest with you,” I told her, meeting her probing stare head on. “Yeah, I hated this place, but really it was more hating the move from Wheaton and Chicago. I loved it there—you know that—and I never thought I could grow fond of anywhere else. Especially not some hole-in-the-wall town in the middle of nowhere…. But, something changed after we moved into the house, got to know the neighbors and shit….”
 
   I suddenly pictured ‘Horseshit’ Harry scrambling to get away from Grandpa and our enchanted home.
 
   “Well, that’s not entirely true,” I said, grimacing slightly. “But, there is something about here… about this place, and the craziness that surrounds us.” I motioned around me to the park-like setting that for some reason always seemed to calm my spirit, and also motioned to the grand antebellum that somehow looked even more majestic from where the barn stood.
 
   “And, a girl,” said Alisia, shaking her head. “If I didn’t feel the very same things you speak of, I would be inclined to swing my vote to getting the hell out of Denmark and not even glancing at the place in a rearview mirror as we leave. But I do….”
 
   She was right. And despite my sincere acknowledgement that the town had become ‘home-like’ to me in a very short period of time, the daughter of the Mateis had also become part of the reason I didn’t want to leave Denmark. There was something there… something I needed to understand before turning my back on it. I needed this mystery to be solved before I could move on….”
 
   “I’ve got an idea,” said Alisia. “If you could visit the one location outside of our house and yard that you truly love about this town, where would it be?”
 
   “Why? What in the hell does that have to do with anything?”
 
   Her question made no sense to me. As I was about to leave my sis with her romance novel and seek out our father, to let him know my displeasure in not being given a say in our family’s future plans, she reached up and pressed her forefinger against my lips.
 
   “Be still. Think of the place, Bas…. I can picture it in my mind and I see it in yours also. It should be obvious.”
 
   The Winery? What in the hell?!
 
   “Yes… the hills behind it have reminded us both of Napa Valley. It was the first thing other than the house to make us feel like we could survive the move from Chicago, and that we could actually thrive and be happy here. Remember?”
 
   “Yeah, I do.” I still didn’t understand why it had anything to do with our present predicament.
 
   “If you could go there right now, could I trust you to spend an hour getting in touch with your true feelings about staying or leaving?” she asked, pressing her finger to my lips again when I started to protest. “You need this, Bas, in order to know your true feelings. I need this from you, too…. And if you return feeling as you do at this moment, then I will assist you in protesting Dad and Mom’s decision to flee Denmark…. But if you find that your feelings are actually what they were when we first got here, then I need for you to be completely honest with me. I will then accept the decision of the majority to pack up and leave.” 
 
   She lowered her hand and stepped back, looking away while she awaited my response.
 
   “Okay,” I said, after a moment in private deliberation. “So, how do we work this out?”
 
   “First, trust me,” she said. “Next, call your broomstick.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I ended up in a wooded area just behind the labeled vineyards designated for visitors to peruse at the Denmark Winery. Despite the high humidity, a cool breeze accompanied my landing just before the wormhole closed behind me. No one saw me, I was sure of it, and none of the workers in the wine production facilities behind the main building that housed the restaurant, lounge, and wine shop noticed my presence. I would’ve bet my life on it.
 
   But the peaceful spot felt bereft of the spiritual calm I sought. Though it had seemed incredibly serene just weeks earlier, it was now merely a scenic area industrialized to make a profit. I couldn’t understand what had changed. Yet, before giving up and returning home, I used a primitive form of magic to surround myself with an imaginary circle of white light. I was desperate for peace and willing to try anything to recapture what I had felt before, when Alisia and I had made it our favorite place to visit in Denmark. 
 
   As I closed my eyes and pictured the pristine glow around me, I suddenly became aware of an immense black shadow that emanated from the town itself, stretching tendrils of malice to the outskirts where the winery was located. 
 
   The Mateis’ poisoned hold upon the town? Ah, hell… yeah that’s not creepy!
 
   For a moment, I wondered if this was an unforeseen aspect of the illusory imagery I had conjured from my mind. But as I focused on the divine spark that lives deep within all of us, the impenetrable shadow headed for me suddenly receded. At the same time, the white light I had summoned filled the void left behind by the shadow. As it did, my spirit felt lifted.
 
   Grateful for the reprieve, I now had the calmness necessary to find out for sure if I wanted to remain in Denmark, or if it was truly time for my family to cut our losses and move on. My vote—if my father would relent to include the real one—needed to be based on wisdom, and not tainted by misplaced desire and my hormones.
 
   I began to relax and inhale the essence of this magical place, with rolling hills that called to mind the famed vineyards and wineries of northern California. A warm sensation soon embraced me, and in that instant I knew for certain it was this place called Denmark, and not some infatuation for a girl, pulling on my heart to stay. Delighted, I began to smile… until a soft familiar voice startled me from behind.
 
   “So, you like this place, too?”
 
   I whirled around, almost losing my balance. She was there, dressed like a normal girl in white shorts, pink top and sandals—no ‘Goth’ whatsoever.
 
   “Daciana… what are you doing here?”
 
   Not the kindest greeting, and not at all what I would’ve liked to say. But I’ve never been a cool customer when under pressure.
 
   She laughed, and shook her head as if amused.
 
   “I came to see you, silly Sebastian,” she said. “And, it’s nice to see you without your shades. You have pretty eyes.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say… my first reaction was embarrassment, like a grade school kid with his first crush. I honestly didn’t know what to do next. Not to mention, I could’ve kicked myself for leaving my sunglasses on the desk in my bedroom. When I sought out my sis by the barn, I figured I’d be there for just a few minutes, tops. I had no idea I’d be here, and even less, that I’d be talking with the girl who had dominated my thoughts since our first encounter at the movie theater just two weeks ago.
 
   “That’s cool,” I finally muttered, shrugging with my hands buried in my pants pockets. Completely juvenile, and yet she didn’t regard me with disdain for my awkwardness. “I like this place… I came here to think.”
 
   When all else fails, tell the truth. No, that’s not something handed down to me by some sage like my grandfather. It’s what literally scrolled through my head right then. And, when she nodded in response to my silent musing, I knew I had already lost the battle to express my interest in her discreetly.
 
   “I like this place, too,” she said, smiling. Her gorgeous eyes glistened lovingly. “I’ve been waiting for you to go someplace where it would be safe to talk.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “Nothing specifically… I just want to get to know you.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “That sounds great… I mean, I would like to get to know you, too.” 
 
   I was doomed to look like an idiot, and wondered if my stumbling over the words would conjure images of the bananas foster mess pouring down my face the previous afternoon.
 
   “You are adorable when you worry about trying to impress a girl,” said Daciana, confirming that my thoughts were an open book to her. “You were quite brave yesterday… although I worried you might get killed.”
 
   She frowned slightly, as if picturing her brother’s intended demise for me in our downtown duel.
 
   “Serghei hates me,” I said. “Surely he’s not the only one.”
 
   “Does anyone beyond your sister know about your interest in me?” she asked.
 
   “No… at least I don’t think so,” I replied. “Maybe my mom and grandma… and maybe my uncle.”
 
   “The one who wants to wipe my family from the earth, me included?”
 
   Her words stung me to the core. But they were true, as Adrian had voiced his Matei disdain on a daily basis since arriving in Denmark.
 
   “Adrian talks a little crazy, but he is only reacting to Serghei and your uncles,” I tried to assure her. “I would likely be dead by now if not for Adrian…. But I won’t let him hurt you.”
 
   Saying this sent a surge of energy through me, one that felt so strange… more like an incredible urge to protect her—the youngest daughter of my family’s long time enemies. It was crazy… beyond ridiculous, and yet very real. As real as the instinct to protect my sister.
 
   “Well, don’t worry so much, Sebastian,” she said, eyeing me playfully as she stepped back to a large pecan tree and retrieved her broomstick. “Just see what you can do to not leave here. Give my brother, uncles, and my dad time. My mother already likes you… a little. The others will come around, because they have to.”
 
   “Meaning what?” I asked, not sure how to take any of what she just told me.
 
   “It’s nothing,” she said, smiling shyly. “See ya around?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Her smile brightened and she blew me a kiss. Before I could respond, she disappeared into a small wavering haze of royal purple that suddenly formed behind her. A wormhole.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Saturday night came and went without an attack from the Mateis. 
 
   Not even a suspicious drive by or ‘fly by’. They apparently observed the birthday of Toma Matei quietly, or at least not within earshot of Depot Hill. Even so, it took until Sunday afternoon to convince my father to change my vote from ‘leave’ to ‘stay’. It was a narrow victory that involved several interrogations from him and my grandparents. Grandma was the most suspicious, and remained cautious after the matter was settled, giving ground only begrudgingly. Given the grilling I received, had Mom and Adrian voted to leave instead of staying, I wouldn’t have been able to mentally protect myself from their collective probing efforts in tandem with Dad, Grandpa, and Grandma. By the end of my trial, I wasn’t entirely convinced that my focus on Alisia’s and my fun exploits in and around Denmark the past month sheltered my hidden thoughts of Daciana Matei and her mysterious allure.
 
   “Very well… we shall delay the search for a new home for now,” Grandpa announced Sunday, just after lunch. All of us were gathered in the living room. “Gabriel’s idea of revisiting a new vote each week until the issue of the Mateis is resolved seems the wisest course to follow. But if anything unforeseen happens, such as a surprise attack from our enemies, then be prepared to pack up everything at a moment’s notice…. All in favor say ‘aye’.”
 
   A unanimous chorus of ‘ayes’ resounded. 
 
   “It’s probably a good idea to have Harris finish the upstairs floor this week,” said Dad, ready to move forward. “It would leave one less thing to take care of, should we end up staying for a while, and help us recoup some of our loss if we have to suddenly sell the place.”
 
   “I second that idea,” said Mom, smiling weakly. She was the one most in love with our home, and the idea of possibly having to leave it had to be killing her. “Maybe he can repaint the upper ceiling now that the columns are gone.”
 
   “I could do that for you right now,” offered Adrian. “If Father would allow me to use my wand and a few spells from the Old Country, I could have this place looking spiffy in under five minutes. How about it, Pops?”
 
   “There will be nothing of the sort,” said Dad. “At least not while we’re still trying to fit in.”
 
   “Gabriel… I think after what happened the other day in the square, fitting in is no longer a viable goal or option,” said Grandpa, drawing muted chuckles from Adrian and Manuel. “And, if we do end up staying here for any significant length of time, I recommend we start looking for allies among our neighbors. Someone who could accept the fact we are a family of wizardry, and who would then become our eyes and ears in the neighborhood and immediate area that includes downtown.”
 
   “Amen!” Adrian enthused, raising the bottle of Scottish ale he sipped on in salute.
 
   “Must you always act so… cheeky?” asked Grandpa. “And, please refrain from calling me anything other than ‘Father’, Adrian. If I ever hear you address me as ‘Pops’ again, I’ll banish you to Băjenie!”
 
   Adrian laughed uneasily, until he saw that Grandpa wasn’t joking.
 
   “Sorry Father,” he said, killing the smile and laughter in one smooth swoop. “Although… I do wish you would lighten up a bit. You’ll never make it to your six hundredth birthday if you remain so uptight.”
 
   I thought this might lead us down an old familiar path where the two of them would bicker—the way it often was before my uncles decided to relocate to Europe in the 1980s. However, Grandpa seemed much more tired than usual. The latest chapter of the ongoing feud with the Mateis had taken a toll.
 
   “We’ll see,” he said. “We might all have to lighten up a bit, as you say, son…. Why don’t we have an impromptu dinner party and invite Julien and Meredith, along with the Deans and Crawfords? We could tell them who and what we truly are. If they don’t laugh hysterically, or run out the door from the standard demonstration we sometimes used in Wheaton, we might have our first allies.”
 
   “I think it’s a bad idea to seek allies from among all of our neighbors,” I said. “Sorry, Grandpa. I mean no disrespect. But what if our neighbors turn against us?”
 
   “No offense taken, Sebastian,” said Grandpa. “It isn’t everyone in the neighborhood that I’d like to invite tonight, or ever, for that matter.... ‘Horseshit’ Harry won’t be invited. Neither will we invite Harold Gustafson and his wife, Betsy. I also think it’s best to leave the nice kid Harris out of this proposed circle… at least to begin with.”
 
   “Father, it might be best to narrow your list down further,” said Mom, glancing at my grandmother, who encouraged her with a nod to continue. “I think we should start only with Meredith and Julien, and go from there. If it works out with them, then we could try the others you mentioned. If not… well at least we would have less damage control to worry about with an eccentric horror author and his antique doll-selling wife.” She stifled a laugh, surely out of respect for my grandfather, who glowered, as he often does when weighing the pros and cons of a matter.
 
   “All right, that does makes sense,” he said, finally, after a few minutes spent in deliberation. “Let’s invite the Mays and pick up ribeye steaks from the market up the street.”
 
   “Meredith will be pleased,” said Grandma. “If she comes, at least we will have her favorite cut of beef to enjoy.”
 
   “I believe Julien prefers chicken,” said Dad, frowning.
 
   “Then, damn it, buy both!” enthused Adrian. “I wouldn’t care if they were full-fledged vegans, as long as we won’t have to give up this heavenly abode just yet.”
 
   The mood lightened at the prospects of having better protection against our enemies… or, I should say, our enemies minus a certain daughter who held sway over my heart. And, when Mom’s subsequent phone call to Meredith resulted in an accepted invitation, excitement swept through our midst at the prospect of coming clean about our true identities. Very soon we would lay it all out for my favorite neighbor and his wife. I hoped my prediction of acceptance was correct. If Julien and Meredith Mays couldn’t accept the naked truth about us, then neither would anyone else in Denmark.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Well, it’s good to see you, Sebastian.”
 
   Wearing golden shades slightly lighter than my own and a colorful Hawaiian Luau shirt, Julien and his lovely wife stepped through the main entrance to our house shortly after seven o’clock. Dinner was almost ready, delayed by yet another round of debate. This time, the subject was on when to spill the beans about our warlock and witch status. Mom and Dad’s desire to delay the issue until after our meal won out over Grandpa’s preferred ‘tell them immediately why they’ve been summoned’ approach. Keeping things relaxed seemed like a better tactic than using a full-court press at the door.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too, Julien… and Meredith,” I said. I smiled shyly and decided to remove my shades, slipping them into my front pants pocket.
 
   “Ooh… this must be important,” said Julien, grinning mischievously. 
 
   I thought he might pester me for details, based on the look he gave me after removing his shades and hooking them inside the neckline of his shirt. But, Meredith’s remark about something smelling ‘incredibly wonderful’ distracted him. She practically dragged him toward the dining room and kitchen, pausing only to say hello to my uncles, father, and grandfather. The ladies—including Alisia—were busy in the kitchen.
 
   “Meredith hasn’t eaten since this morning, and her blood sugar’s low,” said Julien, over his shoulder to the Radu males gathered in the foyer. “If any of you were some form of cow, at this point you’d be on the endangered list.”
 
   That brought a few laughs, as is often the case with Julien’s wit. I pursued them both into the kitchen.
 
   “Bas, would you mind bringing in the extra chair?” asked Mom, carrying a platter of freshly cooked steaks to the dining room. “Oh, and Gabe… we’re ready for the chilled wine.”
 
   Zinfandel and Merlot, in honor of Julien’s and Meredith’s drastically different palates when it comes to fruit of the vineyard. Part of Adrian’s suggestion to liquor them up before lowering the reality boom.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone is trying to butter us up for a big announcement,” teased Julien, once everyone had sat down at the table. My turn to stifle laughter at the fact his joke was right on the money. Then again, with his intuitions and his wife’s precognitive abilities, he might’ve been setting us up for a surprise, instead of the other way around. “Have you got a new baby on the way?”
 
   I do believe the older men in our family laughed a little too heartily at his comment, while the gals smiled politely… although a slight snicker escaped Alisia. 
 
   “No… nothing quite like that,” said Mom, raising a glass in preparation for a toast. “To two wonderful people who have made our move to Denmark something we shall always cherish!”
 
   “You’re not thinking of moving are you?” asked Meredith.
 
   Bingo… sort of.
 
   “We just got here… why would we leave so soon?” said Dad, impishly. 
 
   “Ah-huh…. Well, thank you for having us over for this delectable event,” said Julien. The look in his eyes told me he wasn’t fooled. We could expect more pointed questions once dinner was over. His genteel upbringing would prevent him from broaching anything at the table not offered up by his hosts… at least until it was time for brandy and cigars.
 
   The conversation throughout our meal was friendly but tepid as far as subject matter was concerned. Nothing potentially dangerous or uncomfortable was addressed. Julien loves to talk about his books—especially the latest ones he is working on—and Meredith can get it going in regard to antiques of all kinds if and when the subject is broached. However, both are also gregarious in nature, and quite adept at revolving a conversation around their hosts’ concerns. So, after twenty minutes spent discussing the latest book of Julien’s—which ironically deals with warlocks and witches swooping down on some sleepy, southern town—and another ten minutes about the early 1800s Meissen porcelain figurines Grandma kept on display on the dining room fireplace mantel, we were back to talking about us for the next half hour.
 
   “Why don’t we move into the parlor while the ladies clear the table?” Grandpa suggested to Julien, once the small talk whittled down to the mundane.
 
   “The ladies’ parlor, or the one converted into your living room?”
 
   “The living room, of course.”
 
   “Sounds good,” said Julien, shooting a curious look to me. 
 
   For some reason, it made me think of the brief conversation we had outside our house, when he mentioned seeing Grandpa float up to the Beauregard’s roof and back down again. All the stress of dealing with the Mateis and my burgeoning feelings for Daciana must’ve been worse than I previously assumed. I had completely forgotten that conversation, and yet it clearly replayed in my mind at present.
 
   Oh shit!
 
   I suspected that Julien hadn’t shared similar observations with anyone else in my family, as it would’ve surely come up sometime before now. I silently chastised myself for not remembering what he had told me a month ago a helluva lot sooner. Grandpa, Dad, and Adrian were about to look like idiots since Julien knew we were different than the ‘Average Joe’ in a supernatural sense. No doubt his ex-card-reading wife to the country music stars residing in Nashville was even more versed in what we were about…. But I was willing to lay responsibility for that foible at the feet of Mom and Grandma, since they had been hanging out with her almost on a daily basis and should be aware of what her extrasensory perception was picking up from them.
 
   Not that any of this excused me from not saying shit about Julien’s observations about Grandpa a month ago…. Still, I’m the kid here, right? As long as we can ignore the fact I am finishing up my thirteenth decade on earth, that excuse should fly….
 
   Meredith stayed behind to clear the table with Mom, Grandma, and my sis—despite Mom and Grandma’s insistence for her to be treated as their guest. Meanwhile, Julien sat between Dad and me on the sofa, while Manuel sat in the loveseat. Grandpa and Adrian stood by the fireplace.
 
   Could this look any less like a doomed stoolie brought before a godfather in the 1930s?
 
   “So, what’s up?” asked Julien. 
 
   “Surely you’re aware that we are a bit different from most people,” said Adrian, upstaging Grandpa, who looked surprised. Nonetheless, he motioned for my uncle to continue. “Did you hear about what happened Thursday afternoon in the square?”
 
   “A better question to ask is ‘who hasn’t heard about it?’” Julien replied, chuckling. “It was quite a show from what I understand.”
 
   “It was, indeed,” Dad agreed, smiling weakly. 
 
   “Some people might even think what happened that day wasn’t an act, but was completely real,” added Grandpa. “Is that what you’ve heard?”
 
   “Is it why y’all are thinking of leaving Denmark, because some folks might believe you’re witches?”
 
   “Or warlocks,” I chimed in, smiling as if this was a joke.
 
   Julien nodded thoughtfully before answering Grandpa’s question.
 
   “From what I’ve heard, almost everyone thinks what happened was a clever show by a group of magicians who have illegal access to pyrotechnics and gunpowder, lasers, etc,” he said. “And, the majority of those people think the Radus and Mateis are great fun. I’ve even heard rumor that the mayor is thinking of hiring y’all as entertainment for next year’s frog leg fry event. ”
 
   “How lovely… but what do you think of us, Julien?”
 
   Manuel delivered his query with an uncomfortable dose of solemnity to make it difficult to dance around. I doubt any of us were disappointed by it—surprised, perhaps, but not unhappy to move things along.
 
   “Well, I like you an awful lot, and I’m not like most of the good townsfolk of Denmark who might frown on certain ‘practices’, as you know,” he said, after taking a moment to survey the stoic expressions surrounding him. “I told Sebastian about a month ago that I knew y’all were different than any family I’ve ever known, and not just because of your affinity for the Beauregard’s roof, Georghe.” Julien’s eyes twinkled with loving mirth, and I was delighted that he exhibited no fear… just curiosity and the warmth of friendship and respect that he had always shown to all of us. 
 
   “So you know what we are?” asked Adrian, regarding him predatorily.
 
   “Yes,” Julien replied, unfazed. 
 
   “And, that is…?” Grandpa sought to confirm, when he wouldn’t continue.
 
   “Well... it appears that y’all have abilities unheard of in recent times—like being able to levitate at will,” he said, straightening in his seat. “Meredith tells me that her guides tell her this is just the tip of the iceberg, and that you have ‘power over the elements of creation’.”
 
   “Julien, I really like you,” said Adrian, wearing a smirk as he studied him thoughtfully. “But, let’s cut the shit on the quantifying terms, shall we? Are you surrounded by warlocks at the moment or not?” 
 
   He didn’t answer right away, and I suddenly worried that maybe I had misread Julien.
 
   “Yes, I suppose that fits better than to call you wizards and sorcerers,” he said. “I guess it means the ladies residing in this house are witches.”
 
   My uncles and grandfather nodded nearly in unison, followed by my father and me.
 
   “I don’t suppose I could get a demonstration, to set my mind at ease?” he said.
 
   “Sure, why not?” said Grandpa, rising into the air. 
 
   His head bobbed like a balloon just below the ceiling and he brushed away a cobweb attached to the plaster medallion above the chandelier. He motioned for the rest of us warlocks to join him in the air, and we did, leaving Julien to gaze up at us in stupefied wonder. No matter what someone states they believe, or can handle, the facial expression always reflects surprise, disbelief, or both. In this instance, it was mostly surprise, thankfully.
 
   “Ahhh, honey?” called Julien, sounding amused. At least he hadn’t freaked out on us yet.
 
   “Yes, babe,” Meredith replied from the dining room, where she was wiping off the long dinette table. “What is it?”
 
   “Can you come in here please?”
 
   “Sure… we’ll be there in a moment.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   Julien stood and smiled, winking at Dad and me. “She’s gonna love this,” he whispered, wearing a playful grin.
 
   “Wha—Oh my God!” Meredith cried out, once she stepped into the living room.
 
   Mom and Grandma flanked her and Alisia stood behind them all, with an expression that damned near matched Julien’s upon her face. Meredith covered her mouth with her hands as she studied all of us while wearing a shocked expression. She might be psychic and all, but I could tell from her reaction that she either disbelieved what her instincts told her, disbelieved what Julien might’ve told her, or had no frigging clue the Radu family she had been hanging out with for much of the past two months were more than a wee bit strange.
 
   “Isn’t this awesome?” Julien enthused.
 
   Meredith said nothing, shaking her head in wide-eyed wonder as Mom guided her over to where Julien stood, next to the sofa. Meredith slid down onto the cushions.
 
   “I’m sorry that we’ve frightened you,” said Grandpa. “But, you are the people we trust most, and hope you realize we would never do anything to harm either of you. Truly, we would never harm any of the residents of this wonderful town—not even the shitty handyman living across the way.” He pointed in the direction of Harry Turner’s residence.
 
   “I warned you about hiring his sorry ass,” teased Julien. He sat down next to his wife, pulling her close and kissing her on the cheek. “Sweetheart, you knew they were like this… you told me yourself.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered to Julien while looking anxiously at Mom before glancing warily at us again. Grandpa motioned to us guys to descend to the floor. “It’s just….”
 
   “It’s just you never really expected it to be true,” said Grandma, who had come up behind her and laid a loving hand on Meredith’s shoulder. “If it means anything, you are the first normal people that we have revealed ourselves to in a very, very long time.”
 
   The last time my family had done this was before my birth. I silently prayed Julien or Meredith didn’t ask for specifics on that extra fun fact.
 
   Though it took a moment to acclimate herself to the reality that a coven of witches and warlocks resided directly across the street, by the end of the evening she was smiling, conversing with us as before, and seemed at peace with the revelation. Grandma and Mom even talked her into doing a Tarot card reading—Meredith’s first in several years, according to Julien. I think Mom was hoping for an extra edge against the Mateis, but Meredith only confirmed what we already knew: Our enemies wouldn’t be going away anytime soon, and would most definitely pursue us to the ends of the earth if necessary. Fleeing to anywhere else would only exacerbate an already volatile situation.
 
   Alisia and Mom were especially pleased by Meredith’s confirmation that staying put was the best option for our family, while everyone else in our family seemed neutrally affected. Everyone but Manuel, who restated his intent to return to Europe soon, regardless of how things turned out in Tennessee. Adrian playfully chided his youngest brother for reverting to the attitude of an obstinate child… but Manuel brooded just the same.
 
   Despite my uncle’s sourpuss response, I felt optimistic about our family’s future. For the first time in my lifetime, normal human beings had been allowed into our private circle. And, rather than detracting from that circle’s sacred energy, Julien and Meredith seemed to add something. Maybe not extra power… but an extra perspective fed by two extra pairs of eyes from these highly intelligent people who accepted what and who we were. We now had a potential advantage, and although it had just started, perhaps it would deliver the upper hand we had long sought against the Mateis… unless they someday did the same thing.
 
   But at least for that night I felt things had changed for the better. Things might work out for us after all. It was the second to last thing I considered that night in bed. The last thing, of course, was Daciana. If we could work out a way to remain in Denmark, then it stood to reason that maybe we could eventually forge a lasting peace with her family. And, if that happened….
 
   Hope springs eternal, they say, and is carried forth on the wings of love. It was my final thought before surrendering my spirit to the realm of dreams.
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   July 13th, Day 55. 
 
   Things started out heavenly that Monday. After enjoying the most restful night I could recall since my family’s move to Denmark, I surprised my sister and grandparents when I joined them downstairs for breakfast shortly after eight o’clock. The morning’s warm sunshine brought brightness to the main floor that I rarely witnessed. Grandpa commented on my unusually serene demeanor, while Alisia and Grandma eyed me curiously. Grandpa returned to his previous task of scanning the Denmark Gazette’s meager news offerings, as if looking for some hidden message, while my sister and grandmother continued to study me in silence.
 
   “Just thought I’d get an earlier start on the day,” I said, while pouring myself a glass of orange juice. “Maybe I can help Harris work on the barn.”
 
   “That would be great, Sebastian… except you wouldn’t have a clue how to use the power saws and other electric tools Harris is using,” Grandpa advised while Grandma brought over the first batch of pancakes. “You can’t use magic to bail you out of trouble. Harris is a smart kid and he’d likely detect anything odd you would do. I can’t afford for you to scare away the only local handyman I trust.” He laughed, but his eyes confirmed his seriousness.
 
   “Maybe I can help him strip the paint off of the clapboards he hasn’t reached yet,” I said, after accepting Grandma’s offer of additional pancakes, since the first delivery was intended for Grandpa and Alisia. “I’m familiar with using a heat gun, and I promise not to do anything ‘wand’ or ‘naked spell’ related.”
 
   “So, what am I supposed to do today, if you won’t be around to pester?” Alisia asked, wearing a fake pout.
 
   “Well, you can’t be around Harris when he’s supposed to be working, since you’d be a bigger distraction than I could ever be,” I replied. A rare moment for me to smile like a canary-eating feline.
 
   “Meaning what?” She crossed her arms over her chest guardedly.
 
   “Meaning you make him nervous,” I said, to which Grandpa raised his eyes above his reading glasses and Grandma regarded me over her shoulder. I guess I was the only one to notice Harris’ crush on my sister. “I think he likes you.”
 
   “I barely know him,” she mumbled, when my grandparents’ gaze turned to her instead.
 
   “Like that even matters,” I said. “He’s a good guy, and you could do worse—especially in this town—”
 
   “Or, I could be like you!” she blurted out.
 
   Uh-oh….
 
   “True.” My smile vanished and I glared at her while imploring her silently to shut the hell up before she dashed all of my fantasies of a Radu/Matei exception to pieces. “You could be a lonely mess like me, sentenced to months—even years—of waiting anxiously for the next cool video game, since you wouldn’t have much else to look forward to…. If you were me, of course.”
 
   “What about visiting cool places like the winery as a lonely boy?” she said.
 
   “Is there a reason why you’ve become a Negative Nellie this morning?” I replied, trying to sound compassionate while Grandpa and Grandma watched our volley. “You and I doing things together is what makes places like the Winery cool. You know that….”
 
   “Sorry,” she said, smiling insolently. Meanwhile, Grandma and Grandpa studied us both with keen interest. “I’m not ready for anything with anyone, so don’t worry about me hooking up with someone in the neighborhood.”
 
   “We trust your judgment,” said Grandpa, who paused to get a silent affirmation from Grandma before continuing. “As Sebastian stated, you can do a lot worse than Harris Martin.”
 
   “Well… for your information, it’s not a dating versus single thing,” she said, as she stood to carry her dishes and silverware to the sink. “It’s not even a black guy dating a white girl thing, either. It’s more about the question of permanence, as in, there isn’t any for us right now. It would be foolish to get involved with anyone until there is.”
 
   Yes, those choice words were intended entirely for me, as she gave me a hardened stare that was much cooler than the one I delivered to her a moment earlier. Needless to say, finishing breakfast and getting the hell away from my sister’s ire became a top priority. I figured she would calm down by lunchtime, and maybe she and I could come up with something fun to occupy ourselves with that afternoon.
 
   In the meantime, I asked Grandpa once more if I could assist Harris. 
 
   “As long as that nice kid is still happy to work for us when you’re done, that will be fine,” he said. “Otherwise, you’ll get to help me recruit the next handyman. Does that sound like fun?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good… make sure Harris is still our guy, then.”
 
   I was beginning to think I should’ve slept in to around ten, like I normally did. But, before I managed to irritate anyone else that morning, I retrieved one of the heat guns left behind in the laundry room by Mr. Clarke, from when they moved, and headed for the barn. Walking along the gravel driveway’s course, and beneath majestic walnuts and butternut trees that apparently had survived longer than their normal life expectancies, is a remarkable experience. The tranquility and the noticeable pull upon my spirit whenever a breeze rustles the upper branches always draws my gaze skyward and lifts my mood. Grandpa told me a few weeks earlier that traversing the expanse of our backyard reminded him of some of the wooded areas near the outskirts of Bucharest several centuries ago. Areas that now contain crumbling tenement buildings, and that have long lost their connection to the spiritual essence that was once strong in his homeland.
 
    Harris was working on the outside of the barn that day, repairing loose planks from beneath the eaves on the westernmost edge of the building. Hardly anyone would notice this flaw, since a large pecan tree hid the affected area from view, unless someone stood directly below the spot… like me right then.
 
   “Can you use some help?”
 
   “Well, hey, Bas… what’s up, man?” Harris paused to look down at me, leaning over the side of the scaffold he had set up on that side of the barn. His smooth ebony skin glistened from sweat. “You comin’ by here to help out, or are you on the way to someplace else?”
 
   “I came to see you, man,” I said. “I thought you’d be working inside before the sun rose higher, since it’s cool right now.”
 
   “Shit, that damned tin roof makes it hotter than hell inside there!” he said. “Once the sun gets goin’, it’s like bein’ inside a fryin’ pan, man. As hot as it is right now, I’ve got little chance of courtin’ the Devil out here. But not in there.” He laughed as he pointed toward the lone window that Grandpa was thinking of either changing or removing altogether, and I laughed with him. He’s often funny, and it felt good to give in to the laughter.
 
   “I guess a heat gun isn’t exactly the thing to have around when it gets like this, huh?”
 
   “You got that right!”
 
   “Maybe I can help remove the paint inside the barn on a cloudy day?” I said. “Can I help you with something else?”
 
   “Depends on what you’re good at, Bas,” he replied. “Really, I’ve got a good pace goin’. Your grandpa’s been pleased so far, and even with me havin’ to work just a few hours a day beginnin’ next week when early football practice starts, I should have most of the basic structural shit done by September. I’ll resume the inside work in December, after the season ends. There’ll be plenty of need for your heat gun then!”
 
   Since I wasn’t prepared to help with anything else, and I didn’t want to return to the house where Alisia’s temper might still be simmering, I offered to bring any supplies he needed up to where he was perched, and keep him company for a little while.
 
   “I appreciate the offer, man, but honestly I’m good,” he told me. “But you can hang around and talk if you’d like.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, feeling awkward without a common task to help feed a meaningful conversation. “So, what do the team’s prospects look like this fall?”
 
   “Well… if our quarterback takes Coach’s advice to see an eye doctor for his apparent colorblindness, we might be pretty good,” he joked. “Seriously, man, I don’t know… I’d like to get at least one more winnin’ season under my belt before I head to Knoxville next year.”
 
   “You guys went pretty far last year, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yeah… after Jamie—our current quarterback—got hurt in the third game. Sly White came in and damn near took us all the way to state.”
 
   “Why isn’t he the current quarterback?”
 
   “He graduated and went to Baylor… leaving Jamie and a really green frosh named Fred Jones to play quarterback,” he said, pausing to set a new board in place and drill in the screws. “I’d say we’re like these boards up here.” He smiled and drilled in the screws the rest of the way. 
 
   I love this dude’s subtler sense of humor best.
 
   “Are you plannin’ to go to college, Bas?”
 
   “Not yet,” I said. “Unlike you, I’m not much for sports, and I haven’t picked out a potential career either. At this point, I’m not sure…. Maybe I’ll try to knock out some of the basic classes at UT Martin.” No deceptive tale here, as this was exactly the plan before the Mateis showed up.
 
   “Not a bad idea,” he said, setting up the next board for the current patching effort. “I had thought of goin’ there, and if not for the scholarship to UT Knoxville, that’s probably where I would’ve ended up.”
 
   “Well… I might chill until November and decide then if I want to get started with some classes in January,” I said, feeling the first bead of sweat course down the top of my head before cascading along my right temple. “Would you mind if I step into the shade for a moment?”
 
   “Not at all... in fact, I might just take a short break myself. See ya in a moment.”
 
   Harris brought a water jug and joined me beneath the full shade of a massive black walnut. Based on the trunk size, my guess was the tree was a sapling long before the house was built using lumber from its unfortunate cousins, or offspring.
 
   We chatted for the better part of half an hour, and I was surprised how easily our conversation flowed from school and sports to family, the neighborhood, and even a brief dalliance about what Alisia’s plans were. While I couldn’t tell Harris we might be gone in a matter of days, if tensions worsened in our feud, I did mention my sister’s plans to eventually pursue a career in cosmetology.  
 
    “Well, she’s pretty enough to make any other woman believe they could be pretty, too,” he said, rising to his feet from where he had sat upon one of the tree’s protruding roots. I joined him, brushing off a small deer tick that had climbed aboard my jeans from the lush grass and weeds surrounding the tree. “Lord o’ mercy, here she comes.”
 
   At first, I wasn’t sure what he meant. But when I looked toward the house, Alisia was on the way to where we stood. On the way and looking incredibly angry. I worried that Harris might notice her feet were barely touching the ground as she walked briskly toward us.
 
   “What’s up, Ali?” I asked, when she was within ten feet and hadn’t slowed down and her heated gaze continued to gain strength.
 
   “That assbag!” she seethed.
 
   “Huh?” I wasn’t ready for the mysterious third person reference.
 
   “Manuel has lost his damned mind!” she continued, spitting out the words. I felt sorry for Harris, as she merely glanced at him before turning her attention back to me.
 
   “What in the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “You better come with me, Bas—it’s really bad!” 
 
   Her arms trembled and I noticed her fists were clinched.
 
   She’s ready to pummel someone senseless!
 
   “Sorry, Harris…. We’ll catch up soon, man,” I said. 
 
   He nodded and replied not to worry about it, and that he hoped everything would work out all right for our family. Alisia shot him a kinder look, and I wondered briefly if she saw him differently after our breakfast conversation that had surely planted the seeds for her current mood. I watched him nimbly climb back up the scaffolding while Alisia grabbed my right arm gruffly to pull me back to the house.
 
   “Hey! What gives?!” I hissed.
 
   She drew in a deep breath and released it slowly, shaking her head.
 
   “Well?” I persisted
 
   “Manuel attacked the Mateis,” she said.
 
   “What?!”
 
   “Yeah… that was mine and everyone else’s reaction.” She picked up her pace. I kept up with her and she released my arm. “He apparently hurt him pretty badly.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Serghei. He’s in the hospital, just like Dad was.”
 
   “Shit!”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said, fighting back tears of anger. “I bet we’re headed into full-scale war!”
 
    
 
   * * * * * 
 
    
 
   A new gauntlet had been thrown. A new Radu gauntlet.
 
   Never before had someone in our family taken on the aggressor role in our ancient feud with the Mateis. It had always been them on the attack. Every confrontation began with a Matei pushing the envelope against us.
 
   Until that fateful Monday.
 
   Worse, it was Manuel who did the deed—the very offspring who was spared so that Toma Matei could perish in unspeakable agony. 
 
   By the time we reached the house, I could hear Adrian’s angry voice clearly, as he berated his brother in a mixture of venomous English and Romanian insults. And, not just him….
 
   “How could you do this, son?!” cried Grandma, as we stepped into the dining room where everyone was gathered around the table. Seeing twin rivers of profound sorrow course down her cheeks deeply distressed me.
 
   Mom’s eyes were also reddened from tears, as were Dad’s. Grandpa looked despondent with a faraway look on his face. Meanwhile, Adrian carried greater energy than I’d ever seen from him. His hazel eyes were completely on fire, and I feared their lethalness. Eyes that could incinerate anything unfortunate to be in their path. Eyes that could easily kill.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked, unable to hide my alarm. It was a silly question, as I already knew the answer.
 
   Manuel looked over at me, raising his chin defiantly.
 
   “I did what had to be done,” he said. “There can be no peace with the Matei vermin! They must be dealt with once and for all, and with a fate that is most fitting.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, interrupting Grandma and Grandpa, both sharing a rebuke of their youngest child. “You actually tried to kill Serghei?”
 
   “No… but I should have!”
 
   “Why?” My voice cracked. I pictured the asshole who has abused me, but not as the monster I had known informally for years. Instead, I saw Serghei as the brother of the girl who had stolen my heart. He could use a nice butt whooping, but didn’t deserve to die just for being a king-sized asshole.
 
   “Because he couldn’t keep his damned mouth shut!” Manuel fumed. “I was picking up some donuts for Adrian and me, along with a cup of the breakfast cappuccino your mom likes, and the little shithead accosted me outside the donut shop. I couldn’t believe it! No one to cover his ass and he was so stupidly bold to challenge me to a duel in the parking lot…. I accepted, and promptly sent him flying across the street and into Burger King’s parking lot, where he landed head first against the drive thru sign.”
 
   “Oh, and you’re so proud of that, brother?” sneered Adrian. “There were plenty of witnesses—and guess what? None of them think it was some circus performance this time!”
 
   “I thought you wanted to wipe them out?!” whined Manuel, his defiant grip beginning to slip.
 
   “I do want them wiped out!” said my oldest uncle, sending an icy chill down my spine. “But I want it done the right way. Not by trying to kill the baby of the family. Do you want the European clans at our doorstep, you imbecile? Hmmm? How about the Elders—are you anxious to see them again so soon, after what you and I did to the aged Nazis we finally tracked down in Austria in 2010? Is that what you want?!”
 
   Manuel eyed him sullenly, but shook his head.
 
   “No? Well, then what in the hell were you thinking, today?!”
 
   “He wasn’t thinking… but he is not totally to blame for this!” said Dad, meeting Adrian’s surprised gaze head-on as they stood and leaned across the table toward each other. “We are all responsible for what happened today! And, now we need to come up with a plan of defense, since we damn well know the Mateis will seek revenge at any time! We need to be ready, and at the same time have a destination picked out when we flee. Our stay in Denmark is now officially over!”
 
   My knees immediately felt weak, and I nearly collapsed in shock. I hadn’t foreseen things heading south so quickly that day, nor so deeply. In a matter of minutes, several mini-wars were brewing in the dining room: Adrian and Manuel resumed their war of words, while Grandpa and Grandma sought to separate the boys before someone got seriously hurt. Then, Mom and Dad began fighting over where to move to next. Alisia stood next to me, trembling with rage, but saying nothing.
 
   She had given up… I could sense defeat emanating from her aura.
 
   As for me? 
 
   I didn’t know what to do. But I couldn’t stay where so much anger and resentment flowed unrestrained. I ran upstairs.
 
   “Sebastian? Bas? …Come back here, son!” My father called after me.
 
   But I didn’t stop running until I reached my room. All the while, I could almost feel the house’s incredible sadness. It didn’t want to lose us any more than I wanted to lose it!
 
   I slammed my door behind me, and heard the creak of footsteps ascending the stairs. Whoever it was—likely my Mom, Dad, or sister—or all of them together—would have to use magic to breach my private domain. Hopefully, they would give me space. I needed time to think—to consider what had happened in just a few hours and the assured death of what might’ve been possible had two families been civil neighbors instead of the sworn and bitter enemies we were.
 
   A light knock on the door went ignored twice.
 
   “Bas… it’s me,” said Alisia from outside the door. “Let’s talk.”
 
   “Not now,” I told her, hating the anger I could no longer hide and, worse, couldn’t divert from her or anyone else I was blood-related to. “I need time.”
 
   There was no reply. Just softer creaks as she moved down the hall to her own room. I intended to seek her out first, whenever I left my room. But it would be a while. Adrian and Manuel were yelling at each other downstairs, and no doubt, the whole damn neighborhood would soon be apprised of the massive pile of shit my uncle had laid on the busy Denmark boulevard known fondly as ‘Hamburger Row’. Adrian was right—there was no explaining this incident away….
 
   While wallowing in my distress, my cell phone suddenly chirped. I even forgot that I had the ringer turned way down since Alisia’s and my fateful visit to the local movie theater two weeks earlier, and hadn’t checked it since. Hell, no one ever calls me on it, and half the time I wonder why I even own a phone. A local number without caller ID, I nearly dismissed it as unwanted solicitation from a local life insurance vender or some other shit. 
 
   For the moment, however, I welcomed any distraction not associated with my suddenly dysfunctional family.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Sebastian?” said a sweet familiar voice.
 
   “Yes. Is this—”
 
   “Yes, it’s me, Daciana.”
 
   “God, I’m so frigging glad it’s you--” Truly I was. Grateful and a little  confused at how she obtained an unlisted, and out of state, cell phone number.
 
   “We can’t talk long,” she interrupted me. There was pained urgency in her tone. “By now you’ve heard what happened.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve heard,” I said. “Is your brother going to be all right?”
 
   “I think so. He wasn’t hurt as badly as we initially feared. Although, what Manuel did to Serghei would’ve easily killed a mere mortal…. I’ve never seen my father and uncles, and even my grandfather, this angry!” she said, worriedly. “They have killed before—all of them. The gangster rumors are true about the men in my family. They are ruthless and I’m terribly afraid for you and your family! Something bad is going to happen, and this time the thirst for revenge will surely draw blood….”
 
   She began to weep, and actually, I believe she had already been crying. I wanted to blurt out my devotion to her, since I honestly felt it was unlikely we’d ever speak again. Neither family would allow it. There was no way to win.
 
   “They can’t stop us yet—you’re wrong about that!” she said angrily. I’m not sure why it took me back, since it seems like every witch in existence these days has open access to my unspoken musings. “Do you know of the abandoned teenage hideout behind the school across from where you live?”
 
   “I’ve heard of it,” I said, picturing the two-room shack once mentioned by Sadee, where the older neighborhood kids would meet for nefarious activities such as smoking a little weed, having a few beers, and exploring young lust—all frowned upon by the elderly residents who once used the place to do the same damned things when they were young. “It’s next to the ravine.”
 
   “Can you meet me there in the morning, say around nine o’clock?”
 
   “Sure. I’ll be there,” I assured her.
 
   Not that getting there undetected wouldn’t be a supreme challenge. My family would use every binding spell this side of Hades to make sure no one could enter or leave the premises without their consent. Yet, something told my heart I’d find a way around whatever barrier they concocted. If I had to turn myself into a mole to escape their surveillance, damned straight I would do whatever it took to see Daciana again. I’d surely regret it for a very, very long time if I missed this last opportunity.
 
   “Good.” She sounded relieved. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   The line went dead, and fears that her family had uncovered her plan and caused the disconnection began to chip away at my confidence. Even if it wasn’t the case, how could I keep my family—especially the females and Adrian—from picking up the planned rendezvous from my thoughts? I had no choice but to push the doubts away, if for no other reason than I’d go crazy thinking about the minefields we’d both be facing to see each other. 
 
   Time to rely on fate, I prayed it wouldn’t prove to be a cruel thing—either to me or this brave Matei, the disobedient daughter who obviously was as obsessed with me as I was about her. But, I also sent a fervent prayer heavenward that what I intended to do would not worsen the war, and in the end would somehow save us all from ourselves. That grace and love would conquer the anger… and prevent the bloodshed likely headed our way.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t sleep a wink that night.
 
   A restless night would surprise no one, I’m sure, given all that took place on Monday. After my phone call ended with Daciana, my self-imposed exile to my bedroom soon ended. But the slight euphoric lift from talking to her faded quickly. First, Alisia wasn’t in her bedroom, and I should’ve known my family’s intended flight from Denmark was already in full force by the uncluttered appearance of her room. Her cherished stereo system, that had been progressively upgraded over the past decade to one which most club DJs would be envious of, was packed in boxes… boxes that suspiciously looked identical to the ones we had thrown out after we moved into the house.
 
   “What in the hell’s going on?” I asked, guardedly observing the foyer and living room from the stairs’ lower landing. 
 
   Boxes were everywhere, and the protective padding the movers had wrapped the living room furniture in now covered each piece once again. The only things not covered or packed that I could see were the massive credenza and mirror that were present when we moved in.
 
   My heart sunk.
 
   Are we moving by tonight?
 
   “Father and Mother have given me their full blessing to use a little magic, since it certainly appears that a head start is in order, given what Manuel has managed to inflame for us,” said Adrian, stepping out of the dining room. He carried himself like a Gestapo officer, arms behind his back as he studied the walls and allowed his gaze to follow the height of the chandelier to its medallion thirty feet above. “Your parents have conceded the decision-making honors to me, as well… so, that’s what the hell’s going on, Sebastian.”
 
   He smiled haughtily, and though I had nothing to personally fear from my uncle, I could almost smell the bloodlust emanating from him. Packing up the family, so that we were ready to disappear at a moment’s notice, was only step one. We were no longer handling things like we had always done before in Wheaton, where we circled the wagons and waited out the storm flares from the Mateis, lying low until their anger and malice safely passed over us. Adrian and Manuel had been with us through many of those episodes, and I recalled my oldest uncle’s fearfulness during the reign of gangsters like Capone and Dillinger terrorizing Chicago eighty years ago.
 
   Things had certainly changed since then—dramatically so. Not only was Adrian no longer afraid of anything or anyone—including the ominous Elders in Europe—he was now the hunter, instead of the huntee. A true predator to the core, though aspects of goodness still remained in his person. He was capable of mercy, but it was no longer his first instinct. 
 
   Part of me envied the transformation he had gone through in Europe, where he encountered a group of wizards that even the Elders avoided. Adrian stayed with them for nearly five years, from what Manuel recently told Alisia and me. After his ‘indoctrination’ to a darker skill set that even the most powerful Mateis and other Radus around the world avoided, we had heard that Uncle Adrian was now a formidable warlock, feared and respected throughout Europe and abroad.
 
   At first telling, that sounded to me like a bigger pile of horse manure than what had once covered Harry Turner’s yard across the street—especially since Adrian never came back to aid us in our worsening plight with the American Mateis. That is, until he and Manuel saved our asses at the Southern Comfort Inn in June. And, even though the latest incident between Manuel and Serghei would incite the Mateis’ wrath to a level of viciousness we hadn’t seen since the ‘Gangster Years’, when they assisted several crime bosses in minimizing the fallout from a number of high-profile assassinations, things could be far different than what Valerian, Simion, and even Serafim and Cristian—who had also spent much of the last few decades in Europe—expected. The hyenas chasing a fox might find a grizzly bear waiting instead.
 
   “You’re absolutely on top of where this is headed, nephew,” said Adrian, commenting on my thoughts. He had turned away, moving toward the kitchen, where I could hear the clanking of dishware and the swish of paper. More packing? At least it was the non-magical variety, though just as distressing. “The readiness to flee that you see here is not on account of the ‘pen of swine’ located across town. Rather, this is for the Elders in Europe, who will surely descend upon this tiny town when I wipe out their beloved Mateis!”
 
   “I thought the Elders were impartial?” I stepped down into the foyer and pursued him into the kitchen.
 
   “Oh, that’s what they’ll tell you, kiddo!” said Adrian, snickering. “But actions always speak louder than words. They have been trying to even the supposed score between our families for the better part of one hundred and thirty years. They blame us for Toma’s death just as much as the Mateis do, which has always stuck in my craw for its hypocrisy. So, since the Elders have clearly turned a blind eye to Valerian’s, Irina’s, Simion’s, and Magdalena’s recent thirst for murdering harmless Roma witches in order to turn back the clock even further, what makes any of you think they won’t ignore the slaughter of some of us to gain even more Maybelline moments?”
 
   The Mateis’ longstanding murderous reputation couldn’t be ignored. I was literally in hell at that moment, and knowing my uncle and the females in my family could read my thoughts clearly, I fought to not think of Daciana. My flimsy effort to rationalize how things could be resolved with our enemies had crumbled, giving way to the truth of our history. 
 
   Not only was I unsure of how I would get away to see Daciana, I now realized I might not even want to. After all, she was a Matei by blood. What if she was as treacherous as the rest of her family? What if tomorrow’s proposed rendezvous was a trap? Shit, she got my number somehow without my knowledge….
 
   “Your efforts to hide your deeper feelings and thoughts won’t escape me forever, Sebastian,” cautioned Adrian, moving over to Grandma’s side to help her wrap some plum preserves that Sadee had brought her last week. He paused to steal a finger dip from a jar left open that apparently Mom and Dad had been snacking on, along with Grandpa. “Ummm, very good! I will have to tell her myself how amazing this is before we leave…. In the meantime, I will figure out what you’re hiding, my clever nephew. Count on it.”
 
   Needless to say, being in a room with him and three highly intuitive Radu ladies was a terrible idea. And, my own doubts almost betrayed me… almost. But, despite everything, and knowing we had gone from a probable move to a sure thing, I had to know what this ‘feeling’ for Daciana was all about. I’d have to be on guard, which would make any conversation with her awkward…. 
 
   “Be on guard for what?” Alisia asked.
 
   “Nothing,” I told her, while a host of curious gazes turned toward me, along with the heated stare of Adrian. “Nothing I can’t figure out on my own. And the answer will be just as good in Austin or Denver.” I forced a hopeful smile and nodded thoughtfully, all the while thinking this Monday had definitely tumbled deep into the shitter.
 
   “Just wait until tomorrow, Sebastian, and see what happens then,” said Adrian, his smile even more artificial than before. “Either in Austin or Denver.”
 
   I clammed up after that, determined not to say or even think anything else related to Daciana and our war with the Mateis. After lunch, I helped pack the things that Mom and Dad insisted be handled normally, to bring closure to our stay in Tennessee. Any of my personal belongings, including three signed paperback novels given to me by Julien Mays and a small abstract painting given to all of us by Harrison Crawford, went into a rarely used suitcase I purchased at a Sears and Roebuck store right after World War II.  
 
   Once the packing was done, I spent the afternoon walking around our amazing yard with Alisia for what I assumed was the last time. We joked about the moles, groundhogs, and ‘Horseshit’ Harry on through the evening, adding some badly needed mirth to only our second take-out pizza dinner at the house. I thought I’d be the first to retire—which surely would’ve fed suspicions about what I might be up to the next day. But, fortunately Manuel and Alisia retired first, followed by Grandma. I was next, and expected my parents to follow my move upstairs. But they hung out with Grandpa until well after midnight. 
 
   Adrian remained downstairs, and kept his stated promise to watch the house while everyone else slept. He did a great job at that. I know, since I heard him move about throughout the night, and he never let his guard down until Grandpa traded places when the first rays of the sun poured in through the eastern windows Tuesday morning. He must’ve known I was awake… or suspected something. I heard the floor creak outside my door, as if he were listening. He didn’t leave until I altered my thoughts to include cartoon characters like Bambi and butterflies. I doubt he was fooled, though, since I heard a low chuckle as the footsteps faded. 
 
   Finally alone, I thought about Daciana and our upcoming meeting in the ravine behind the arts school. My stomach carried a different kind of butterfly, a breed fed by iron and bearing stingers like wasps. For the next two hours, I thought only about her and what this day could mean to all of us, Radus or Mateis.
 
   The merciless butterflies swarmed.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Day 56, July 14th. Eight weeks to the day since our arrival in Denmark, Tennessee.
 
   A day carrying the ominous weight of consequential events set to play out in this quaint little town. Regardless of whether I successfully avoided every obstacle thrown onto my path by my uncle and the rest of my family, my hoped for meeting with Daciana was only a small aspect of the day. I knew this… knew it within the core of my very being. Either all-out war between the two families or my family’s flight from a potential battle were certain outcomes. Each result could play out in a myriad of directions, and the call of two hearts could be a significant part of the final outcome… or not.
 
   I wish I could state that my higher self—ruler of one’s conscience—intervened on behalf of logic and reason. Sadly, it was easily ignored and dismissed in the same manner I disregarded Grandpa’s presence on the Beauregard’s roof that morning, as I pretended to carry out the trash on my way to visit with Harris again. Grandma accepted my excuse that I needed to apologize to him for Alisia’s rudeness yesterday, which I suppose would make her culpable, too. Damned straight it’s how Adrian would see things if he discovered I was nowhere to be found on the property when he awoke. Normally, he slept five to six hours, so that likely gave me until eleven o’clock… unless he planned on a catnap instead. If that was the case, he might well intercept me before I made it to the ravine behind the school. 
 
   Harris was repairing the clapboards directly below where he had worked the day before. He didn’t see me… or so I hoped. But to be safe, I crossed the street and walked on the crumbling sidewalk along Chaffin’s Bend. I thought everything would come crashing down on me when a large Doberman growled menacingly from what I realized in horror was the Martins’ screened front porch. I had momentarily forgotten that Harris’ family lived across the lower edge of our property.
 
   What in the hell? Bas, you frigging idiot!
 
   The smarter thing would be to let the dog bark and try to make it to a nearby abstract bronze sculpture that marked the beginning of the school property before anyone noticed. Not likely, but smarter than disturbing the atmosphere with what would amount to a double spell: shutting up the damned pooch and distorting Harris’ recollection of what he might have noticed about my presence nearby.
 
   Blame it on latent hormones set on edge. 
 
   The air rippled around me as I sent forth my spells. Then I bolted for the tree line, adding a slight push with my hands to harness whatever energy I could pull from around me to propel my legs faster. The spell I worried about most was the one on Harris, since my thrust was a tad high and it likely reached Grandpa’s awareness atop the tallest roof in the neighborhood. It would alert him to my presence for certain, if he hadn’t already heard my incantation. Adding further worry was a thicker disturbance in the air to the right of me, not far from Daciana’s and my appointed meeting place.
 
   She’s here? God I hope so… and please be alone!
 
   From that moment on, I grew even more careless, I admit. It was as if something stronger than my willpower called me, and I stumbled through the smaller saplings as I headed into the woods behind the Nathan Bedford Forrest Academy of the Arts complex. I soon came upon the abandoned hideout that was in worse shape than anticipated. Unless we could ignore a variety of vermin that included snakes, spiders, and maybe even a feisty raccoon or groundhog hiding beneath the piled debris, it seemed foolish to even attempt to talk in such an environment.
 
   “Sebastian… I’m over here!”
 
   The voice definitely sounded like her, and I followed it to the northern side of the ravine, across from the dilapidated shack. When I still didn’t see anyone, I started to worry about a possible trap and slowed my pace. Then she stepped out from the trees.
 
   I doubt I’ll ever forget how heavenly she looked at that moment. Her long, dark flowing hair caressed her bare shoulders. Despite the woods’ ever-present wiles, she was dressed in a light blue tank top and blue jeans, and wore sandals on her feet. Her toenails sparkled in the same emerald shade as her eyes. Her features so perfect… she looked like a frigging angel to me.
 
   “Hi,” I said, feeling a large lump form in my throat.
 
   “Hi,” she echoed, followed by a gorgeous smile making her look even more like a goddess. “I’m glad you could get away.”
 
   “Me too.” I meant it. “I only wish….”
 
   I couldn’t finish, as overwhelming sadness washed over me. I had never felt this much emotion in the presence of any female I had ever known, and I worried our connection was destined to be a fleeting thing. It didn’t feel permanent, like the petals of a tulip at the end of its spring bloom; strong one moment and drifting to the ground the next.
 
   “I know what you mean,” she said, stepping toward me. My heart began to race as she drew near. “I don’t understand this anymore than you do… but there is something about you that calls to my heart. I dream of you.”
 
   She suddenly looked down, as if she had carelessly spoken, revealing too much. I wanted to take her in my arms, to protect her… to hold and caress her. 
 
   Daciana looked up into my face as if she clearly heard or read my musings. I didn’t care. I wanted her to know my heart…. I would’ve shouted from the tallest steeple in all of Denmark, for everyone to hear, that I loved her. I thought it before, but I knew it for certain right then.
 
   “Damn our families’ screwed up feud,” I said, softly, drawing closer to her. 
 
   I could feel her body’s heat invade my space. Two more steps and we would be as one. But, I hesitated out of respect for her aura and person. The merging would have to be completely consensual, and yes I know, she had pretty much told me by her actions already that such a move would not only be welcomed on her part, it was desired.
 
   “Someone will likely die today,” she said, and her tone sounded forlorn, as if she could see the future event in the present moment. “My uncles… your uncles… they could wipe out every one of us and carry on their personal war after ours becomes obsolete. They will always hate each other. The bond that still exists in your grandparents’ and my grandparents’ hearts has not completely died…but might very well perish this day. It is the same for my mother’s bond to your mother’s.”
 
   “Dad misses Simion,” I said, thinking about the loneliness I sometimes sensed around my father. But even without the lowering of her eyes I knew that Simion hated my family far too much to care about the closeness he once felt to my father. I would’ve expected all the Mateis to be this way, and especially Irina, who started the whole damned mess in the first place.
 
   “Our feud wasn’t started by her,” said Daciana, looking up sharply. Anger simmered behind her irises. “But it wasn’t started by your family either.”
 
   What in the hell? Then why….
 
   “Why are we fighting?” she asked, finishing my thought. “Not because of the women in my family. The men in my family, including Europe… they hate you. All of you! And I don’t know how to fix it!….” 
 
   She began to weep, and as her shoulders shook, I took her in my arms. She didn’t resist, and an immediate surge of energy flowed through me. A surprised look on her face told me it was the same experience for her. It was quite powerful, beyond anything I had ever experienced my entire life! She looked up into my eyes, and the longing was unmistakable. I caressed her neck and slid my trembling hand under her chin to bring her lips close to mine. As a precaution I peered to either side of us, then beyond, and kissed her.
 
   I’ve heard the tales of enchanted kisses, and I won’t go on and make a bigger fool of myself here. But I don’t care if anyone thinks I’m an idiot for saying it was magical—in a very real, but natural, sense. The kiss led to more kisses, and as I held her trembling body close to mine, I wanted her. I wanted her more than I had ever wanted any other woman before. Our kisses became more and more fervent, and I lost myself in this incredible experience. All the while, I saw images of her and me… together in love and freedom, far, far, far away from the acrimonious environment we presently resided in. There was hope….
 
   Suddenly we were pulled apart. Roughly.
 
   Huh?! Oh, shit… we’re surrounded!
 
   Somehow, quietly, every member of our combined families had descended into the ravine. I might’ve even seen the blurred arrival of some, but was too entranced by Daciana’s supple lips and caress of my own to notice. Regardless, both families stood across from one another, and I soon discovered it was my uncles who pulled me back while Daciana’s uncles did the same to her. 
 
   “Daciana!” I cried out, reaching for her as she screamed my name, while begging for Cristian and Serafim to let her go. “No! Let her go! Let me go!”
 
   “No, Sebastian,” whispered Adrian from behind me. “You have no idea the danger you were just in, and the compromised security you’ve brought upon us all!”
 
   Things couldn’t have turned out any worse, though surely my family would disagree. Powerless to resist Adrian’s incredible strength, my final glimpse of the ravine before the wormhole closed around me revealed both families retreating with their disobedient offspring in hand. Daciana shouted out a promise to find me someday, followed by sudden emptiness and silence on the north side of the ravine. The Mateis—all of them—had disappeared.
 
   A brutal chastisement awaited me, once I arrived at wherever Adrian was taking me. The anger on my mother and father’s faces before Adrian’s wormhole separated them from me said so. The disappointment in my grandparents’ countenances, along with the sadness I saw fleetingly in Alisia’s eyes, told me that I had royally screwed things up.
 
   Had I known how things would turn out, including the punishment that now awaited me, I might’ve chosen to act differently…. 
 
   Might’ve.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
    
 
   I had assumed that Adrian would bring me home… or at least to the place that had steadily gained a foothold in my soul the past two months: “Twin Magnolias” or the ‘magnificent white elephant’, as Julien had become increasingly fond of calling our house on Old Dominion when in Dad’s presence. As I mentioned at the outset of my tale, home had been Wheaton, Illinois for more than a century, and I felt incredibly alone and betrayed when we traded the Chicago suburbs for the little town with a frog in a cowboy hat for its welcome sign.
 
   Much had changed… and not simply because the youngest daughter of our sworn enemies had bewitched my heart. The town’s quaintness, our quirky neighborhood, and one grand old house’s powerful mystique were equally responsible. Somehow, the combination of all these factors had worked together to cast a spell upon my entire being. As a result, the guy I’ve become is no longer the aloof and disenfranchised warlock I was in May.
 
   For that, I am thankful. My heart overflows with gratitude and passion. Trouble is, I can no longer act on any of it. At least not at the moment….
 
   As the wormhole Adrian dragged me into closed behind us, I could already tell the tube’s interior was a little off. I had assumed it was due to my distress over what had just happened. I had literally been pulled from heaven, in Daciana’s embrace, and forced to watch it all vanish before my eyes. And, if losing her wasn’t enough, my family’s immediate disappointment rivaled a level of shame I had never experienced before.
 
   “It’s for your own good, Sebastian,” Dad told me from somewhere close by, though I couldn’t see him. To my horror, I could no longer see Adrian either. I was completely alone and speeding faster and faster, flying through the air as the powerful and now invisible grip continued to pull me backward.
 
   “What in the hell’s happening?” I cried out, while desperately trying to turn to where I could face the direction I was headed.
 
   The contents of my stomach felt like they were getting ready to erupt through my throat, and the normally soft, grayish pink light that defined a wormhole’s interior steadily dimmed. I was terrified. Terrified enough to scream… and I did, like a frightened schoolgirl.
 
   Destined to spill my guts and load my shorts if relief didn’t come soon, my insane, backward flight suddenly slowed to a smooth stop. By then, I couldn’t make out anything around me in the darkness that had become impenetrable.
 
   “We love you, son.”
 
   My mother’s voice seemingly resounded from everywhere at once.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked, trying to trust… and fighting to remain calm. “Where are you, Mom?!”
 
   “I am near, and will remain so for as long as you are here,” she said. I heard giggling around her; loving laughter from the rest of my family that seemed incredibly cruel at the time. “We will not desert you, Sebastian…. But you must stay here until the Elders are satisfied you have learned your lesson.”
 
   What the…?
 
   “Please…. Please don’t leave me in this place, Mom!”
 
   No reply. But before I fell into total panic, the darkness began to dissipate. As it did, the songs of birds and the pulsing rush of water emerged, carried towards me in an orange and blue haze. 
 
   “Holy shit,” I whispered, when the haze evaporated.
 
   A beautiful white sand beach spanned for as far as my eyes could see, and the dark cushion of air that had supported me was now a soft feather bed. A thatched roof above my head defined a hut with what looked like additional rooms to either side. A glass wall containing several panels stood open in front of me, allowing the sound of waves caressing the shore and the gulls’ and other birds’ merriment to reach my ears undeterred. Tall palm trees flanked a wooden deck, and what looked like either a stunning sunrise or sunset caressed the horizon in the distance.
 
   “Where is this place?” I asked, to no one in particular. I stood up from the bed, feeling dizzy from the unsettling ride to get there.
 
   “It’s the kinder version of Băjenie,” said Adrian, sounding less angry than earlier. “Credit goes to Father and Mother for appealing the original sentence meted out to you, Sebastian. But make no mistake… the dark void you found yourself in is nothing compared to what the Elders originally deemed fitting for your crime.”
 
   “Crime? What crime is that?!” I demanded, unable to not sound indignant.
 
   “The same crime that Manuel is also being punished for,” said Grandpa, his tone somber. “But we were not the only ones affected. Serghei Matei has also been sequestered. As for the rest of us… the terms of the European Truce are now enforced in America. Until the Elders make a final ruling, both families must avoid even slight contact, including visits to frequented establishments at the same time. It is forbidden, and any further violations will be dealt with harshly. This will be especially difficult to abide by, given how both families are restricted to Denmark’s city limits until the Elders make their pronouncement.”
 
   “It really sucks!” said Alisia, and I would’ve been relieved to hear her speak to me, if she didn’t sound so pissed off. “So, not only do I not have you to bum around with, but I have to be chaperoned wherever I go!”
 
   “It could be worse,” said Adrian, lightheartedly addressing my sister. “You could be stuck in the attic with Manuel.”
 
   “That could be much better. At least he can create an island paradise and escape this bullshit that way!” she countered.
 
   “No, he cannot escape anything… not at present,” my uncle advised. “Manuel has the same restrictions that apply to your brother. He can visit the beach. He can also prepare himself meals from fish and the fruit of the banana and coconut palms, and from other fruit and nut bearing trees surrounding his hut. Manuel prefers a more primitive setting, and won’t enjoy such privileges as the video game collection Sebastian has at his fingertips….”
 
   Irritated that they were talking about me as if I were no longer present, I pictured similar conversations taking place in my immediate future, as if I were just a colorful lizard in a terrarium. But as I looked around, I saw my treasured game collection and plasma television were set up in one corner of what would serve as my bedroom. All the comforts of my sterile, lonely existence prior to Daciana were here. They would matter even less in this place.
 
   “Unfortunately, grandson, that is why you are there,” said Grandma, interrupting the ongoing banter going on between Alisia and Adrian. “You must forget Daciana and agree to not see her again. Until that happens, and your thoughts are purged of such desires, you will remain in this purgatory.” She sounded sad as she said this, and I wondered if she understood the same thing mentioned by Daciana in the ravine. The death of our tender love would likely also kill any chance to ever heal the feud and restore Grandma’s once-cherished friendship with Irina Matei. 
 
   My heart sank lower. It was painfully clear that my family’s prosperity, and likely their safety, depended entirely on the denial within me of the obsession that had yet to wane. In truth, thinking about Daciana and the fact I would likely be cut off from her for eternity only made my desire for her stronger. If what my family advised me proved to be spot on, then I was destined to remain in Băjenie until I grew a beard longer than Rip Van Winkle’s. 
 
   “Hopefully you will learn your lesson much sooner than later,” said Mom, sounding worried. Guess that’s the double-edged sword of peeking in on my thoughts. “Magdalene and Simion were apparently told by the Elders that Daciana will be taken from them if they can’t ‘cure’ her of this infatuation. We won’t take the chance of receiving the same threat in your case, Bas. You are so precious to us… I would die before I would allow the Elders to do something like that….” I heard a sniffle, and it tore at my heart.
 
   “Which is why we can’t be any easier on you, son,” said Dad, chiming in again. “You’ll have full access to your games, movie collection, guitars, books, and we’ve added a small fridge and oven in the hut’s small kitchenette. You might find a nice surprise in the fridge, and maybe even a steak dinner or pizza waiting for you after a day of reflection on the beach…. Oh, and since you used to like to write poems and draw sketches in your spare time, before video games came along, you’ll find plenty of notepads, pens, and pencils inside your dresser….”
 
   I was sort of listening, and sort of distracted. My cell phone buzzed inside my pants pocket. It was tough to not tear it out in desperation, while wondering if anyone else was aware of this unexpected development… this latent connection to the world I’d been banished from. I glanced down at the top of the display screen. A text message awaited my response.
 
   Daciana?
 
   It was! …But the message said ‘Sebastian’ and nothing else. Hard to say for certain that it wasn’t from earlier, since my phone was known to behave like that. Perhaps she sent the message before our nine o’clock rendezvous to confirm I was still coming….
 
   “Bas? Are you listening to your father’s instructions?” Mom asked, more irritated than suspicious. I took it as a good thing.
 
   “I’m sorry… I missed the part after you mentioned the notepads and pens,” I said, hoping a partial truth would suffice, ever fearful of what my recent thoughts might’ve revealed. “Keeping a journal might help keep me sane.”
 
   “Perhaps it will, Sebastian,” said Adrian, with the same suspicious tone he had yesterday afternoon. “Especially since you’ll have no access to the outside world until your release. No live television, no internet access, and no phone access either.”
 
   Whatever you say, boss.
 
   “What was that?” he asked.
 
   Shit! Cool it Bas. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything,” I said earnestly, thinking my incarceration in this beachfront prison could prove to be quite oppressive if I didn’t learn to cloak my thoughts better. “Any chance I can get out of here sooner than expected?”
 
   “That, dear boy, depends entirely on you,” Adrian replied. “You could be out in a week or two… or, this could be the latest version of ‘Ten Years After’. It all depends on you and your determination to move past the Matei girl.”
 
   A heavy weight settled upon my very soul as I considered how difficult things were going to be for me—regardless of whether I stood my ground or actively fought to kill the desire still burgeoning in my heart. I looked at my Xbox and PlayStation, feeling uninspired to engage either one. Ditto for the three guitars leaning against the wall nearby. Even watching a movie sounded like a bad idea.
 
   I could explore the ‘lay of the land’ in my virtual jail cell, but worried if I discovered the limits this early in my sentence, things would definitely go from horrible to worse…. My father’s advice about the pens and notepads repeated in my head. Intrigued, I thought about organizing my thoughts, and maybe creating poems and lyrics about her… about Daciana…. Even more fortunate, though, was the fact that one of the notepads included in the dresser was one very familiar to me. It was covered in the angel and demon doodlings I like to create now and then. A thicker notepad than the others, it also contained my precious musings from the prior eight weeks, along with what I have added to it just now.
 
   My journal.
 
    
 
   The last entry above was added nearly a month ago, by my estimation. Looking back on everything that has happened, I now have more clarity.
 
   I had no idea, back in May, that the angst I carried would fuel the rendition of how my family came to a little town called Denmark, mysteriously drawn to a stately house that called to them while a worsening war made our old home obsolete. Nor did I realize that writing about the funny and interesting neighbors would make them special to me. And, I think I’m gaining a much better appreciation for our enemies and their permanent ties to us. Damned straight, I can readily tell you where Daciana Matei fits in amid all of this craziness.
 
   I’ve now spent nearly every waking hour since my incarceration began reviewing and editing this chronicle. It’s now complete. What I know for certain is this:
 
   If I ever get out of here, I’m going to make sure my family knows I love them. I’m going to let my neighbors know I miss them. Then, I’m going to seek out Serghei Matei and kick his frigging scrawny ass! Lastly, I intend to find the girl who means more to me now than ever, and tell her….
 
   Well, it might be better to wait on sharing my intentions as they pertain to Daciana Matei.  After all, someone might be listening.
 
    
 
   Yours affectionately,
 
   Sebastian Radu
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The saga of the Radu witches and warlocks will continue in.... 
 
   Witch Out Of Water 
 
   Witches Of Denmark, Book Two
 
   (Coming 2016)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Available now:
 
   Curse of the Druids
 
   The Nick Caine Adventures, Book Four
 
   (Please read on for a sample)
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning brought sunshine and warmer temperatures. By twenty degrees would be my guess, and actually eighteen degrees according to the lovely Brit gal on the ‘tele’. Amazing how a change in the weather can also bring a change in perspective. And Marie looked amazing—not just slightly dolled up in her sweatshirt and jeans. It was the glow to her countenance, almost as radiant as it had been after a night of cavorting between the sheets with me. Of course, none of that was possible last night, with the invisible detente line and Ishi resting less than ten feet away. Maybe she came to terms with her personal demons. Hopefully she did. Time would tell.
 
   “So, you’re not angry at me anymore?” I asked, discreetly, as we made our way to the inn’s small restaurant. Ishi was far ahead of us, his raging hunger spurring him toward the scent of sausage and biscuits.
 
   “I haven’t been angry since you shut the hell up last night.”
 
   She smiled impishly. 
 
   “Oh really?” I returned her smile with a sly grin, and slipped in a quick kiss. “We’ll see who wins next time.”
 
   She almost took the bait, but as I hoped, she didn’t. Anyone watching us walk hand in hand up to the table Ishi secured for us would’ve never guessed how tenuous our bliss was that morning. 
 
   “We’re going to have a good day today, no?” Ishi wasn’t fooled, and he offered us both a pained grin. 
 
   “It depends on Nick,” said Marie. Her curved luscious lips were held firm, almost as a thin-lined grimace.
 
   “I’ll behave,” I said, demurely. 
 
   It’s as close as she’d get to a white flag without lowering her sword first. But it ensured a pleasant meal and the promise of an enjoyable morning. All of us brought ravenous appetites, which surprised me until I remembered yesterday’s unexpected encounter. We had merely picked at our dinner. 
 
   After breakfast, we set out in earnest to make the most of December’s shrinking daylight hours, checking the van for obvious explosives and climbing in quickly once it appeared we wouldn’t be blown to smithereens. Still, a tense moment awaited Marie starting the engine. Yeah, she got to drive again, but it seemed wiser to wait for a better battle to wage. My gut told me that our decision to stick around another day rummaging on the banks of the River Avon might prove regrettable.
 
   None of us detected anything or anyone suspicious on the highway, and in fact, no one had looked anything like our friends from yesterday—other than a cook at the B&B. That guy could’ve passed as a close buddy of the Audi’s occupants. It took me a moment to realize the dirty looks he gave us were instead a reaction to the buffet line nearby needing constant replenishments.
 
   The highway was more crowded than yesterday, with most of the traffic headed for Stonehenge. It could’ve been disheartening had it been our first trip to the area. The guys in the Audi changed that perspective. A crowd was a good thing… or so I figured.
 
   “I hope the tourists are heading to the main attraction.” Marie veered onto the frontage road that would take us to our destination along the River Avon. “If not….”
 
   “If not, what?” I asked, knowing the answer, but wanting to hear it pass through her lips. “I thought you didn’t want to consider aborting our exploration plans?”
 
   “Smartass.” She snickered and cut me a slightly perturbed look. “We won’t be aborting anything. Remember? But having to camouflage the dig while keeping an eye out for wayward tourists who decide to go on a bigger tour of the place would be bad.”
 
   No, it would be frigging disastrous!
 
   “What?”
 
   Of course, she responded to my smirk.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, and released a low sigh as the asphalt gave way to the uneven dirt road from yesterday. “Just hoping we don’t have any visitors interrupting us today.”
 
   And, at first, it didn’t seem like we would…. Until Marie parked the Viano behind the dirt pile again.
 
   “Shit!” she hissed, once she stepped out of the van. She shook her head warily while looking at the tire tracks and boot heel marks that intersected our tire tracks from the previous afternoon. “Do you think this was from the first car that came out here yesterday? Maybe they came back.”
 
   “Or it’s the Audi, perhaps?” said Ishi, grabbing his gear from the rear of the van.
 
   “Well… considering the make of the first vehicle was more jeep-like than anything else, I’d say…. No, it wasn’t the park employees. Not the ones we saw, anyway.”
 
   Upon closer inspection, while muddying my knees as I kneeled down to study the tire width and tread, it looked similar to the tire tread of the BMW I left behind in Honduras. I admit to some surprise that a luxury sport model of any make would risk damage from a rutted road like this one. Nothing scientific about my analysis, and my assumptions based on limited experience have often come back to bite me in the ass. But, my gut told me it was either an idiot tourist—like us—who might’ve been intrigued to find out where we had been as we left the area yesterday, or it was our guys. 
 
   Either answer worrisome, it increased the likelihood of another discussion about leaving this shit behind to come back at a future date. Meanwhile, the appropriate questions of “What do we do now?” or the more precise “Should we forget about the damned amulet and get the hell out of here?” were plainly evident in Marie’s expression. But does anyone seriously believe our little debutante would voice them?
 
   Good. So we can move on to what she did say.
 
   “Well, we’ll just have to work faster and make sure we are out of here today—preferably by lunchtime.”
 
   “But we don’t even know where to dig yet,” said Ishi, pausing to survey the length of the ridge we still collectively assumed was an ancient mound. “It will take time to find the weakest point to get the best access to what’s inside, and then we will have to sift through whatever’s in there. Right, Boss?”
 
   Yeah, oh joy. It likely meant big time happiness trying to recover what might as well be a mud and rust incrusted needle in a slimy goo haystack. 
 
   “We’ll start in the middle, Ishi—just like we talked about last night,” I said, motioning for him and Marie to follow me to the side of the mound facing the water. “We can work our way toward either end, and hopefully a suitable breach will present itself.”
 
   “It had better,” he muttered, moving silently to catch up to us as we hurried to the riverside and made our way to the middle of the mound. “And, what happens when someone finds our van?”
 
   “You mean ‘if’?” retorted Marie. “If someone finds us, then it would mean we took too damned long to get inside the mound, find the amulet, and head back to Cricket Field while no one around here was the wiser. But the if becoming a when is entirely up to us.”
 
   “You mean Ishi,” I said, motioning for him to get started, while I took out a pair of binoculars to keep an eye on the distant highway.
 
   “No, I mean him and you!” she said, snatching the binoculars from me and thrusting the other shovel into my gut for me to take. 
 
   If only she hadn’t looked so damned perturbed it might not have stung as bad. But rather than give her any more shit, I began testing the ground for the breach we sought, while Marie scanned the countryside like General Rommel looking for the first sign of an allied attack.
 
   To be honest, I thought we’d find the breach quickly, but didn’t. In fact, we didn’t find a suitable spot to focus our efforts on during the first pass along the mound’s entire length. But before we took our chances on the other side, Ishi wanted to give the middle of the ridge one last shot. 
 
   “Thank God!” Marie whispered, reverently, as the earthen wall near the base of the structure gave way. “Let me see!”
 
   Ishi stepped aside to allow her enough room to peer inside the two-foot hole. A musty, earthen smell carrying the rank stench of old fungi drifted up through the gap, and I noticed crumbling brick fragments along the hole’s rim. So far, this was anything but a typical burial mound. Hard not to feel a mixture of dread and excitement.
 
   “It looks really dark in there,” she said, suddenly less enthusiastic to explore the most likely home for her coveted relic. 
 
   “Yep. What did you expect? A tour guide with a lamp coming out to greet us?”
 
   “God, Nick, you don’t need to be such a jerk!” 
 
   Apparently I do need to be one, darlin’. If you don’t want to get down and dirty, then my previous suggestion to wait and come back ain’t such a bad idea. Hell, we can come back next spring or summer, when it’s warmer and the daisies and thistles are in full bloom. Whaddya say?
 
   “We can come back, you know,” I told her, bending down and adding my penlight to Ishi’s flashlight. “We can secure it and maybe purchase some better lights from the camera shop in downtown Salisbury.” 
 
   I couldn’t get a clear view, but it looked a little like the catacombs we visited in Rome the past summer. Albeit, the bones there were not sitting on shelves caked with debris from centuries of lying in darkness—darkness fed by the mixture of earth, roots, and moisture from the adjacent river. Having better lighting could certainly come in handy. 
 
   “No… I’ll go in there,” she said, summoning her courage with a deep breath.
 
   “No, I’ll go in there,” said Ishi, before I could offer doing the same. He deftly slipped into the hole, his feet landing with a thud upon the mound’s muddy floor. “Holy shit, Boss—you won’t believe what’s down here!”
 
   “Dead people?” 
 
   “No… I mean yes. But dead people who must’ve all been rich. I see lots of jewels shining with the skeletons…. Looks like what Marie said would be here: a catacomb from Roman times.”
 
   Ishi’s flashlight beam flickered past the hole, confirming his excitement as he alternated his view of each side. No doubt, he had already begun referencing what he saw within the mound against the results of the many hours of online research he had devoted himself to, when Marie announced our destination the morning we fled from Paris.
 
   “We’re coming, Ishi.” 
 
   I helped Marie step into the hole and followed behind her. I soon had a better view of what was there. A much better view.
 
   “Holy shit!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
 
    
 
   To say what we found inside the cramped confines of the mound was completely unexpected would be untrue. However, what had been lying largely undisturbed for centuries, including human remains entombed since the time of Christ, seemed surreal under the glow from our flashlights. Marie’s earlier mention of her father’s tales about local royalty, along with Roman officials and officers, being buried here had sounded fanciful. Those stories were now confirmed by actual bones and artifacts laid out on stone shelves. The shelves were three bodies deep and lined both sides of the crypt, separated by a narrow brick aisle.
 
   The aisle was in terrible shape, and many of the bricks had long since deteriorated from moisture forming a thin layer of sludge that covered much of the floor. The corpses stored on the lower shelves appeared to be similarly affected, and the stench made it damned near impossible to view anything below the top shelves. God only knows what jeweled weaponry, helmets, and crowns existed beyond our reach. Our safe reach, that is.
 
   But there were plenty of relics to sort through among the dozens of corpses lining the upper shelves. Although untouched by the putrid mixture affecting the lower portion of the crypt, these former privileged folk were not unaffected by the elements. Dust and brick fragments had fallen from the ceiling of the tunnel-like tomb, where the ravages of time and nature’s determination to reclaim the mound’s contents had escalated in recent years.
 
   Did I mention the gold? Much of it was encrusted with jewels. After donning protective masks, Ishi and I gently sifted through decayed clothing and bones to lift the more intriguing artifacts.
 
   “We didn’t come here for this shit,” Marie advised, tugging on my sleeve. “Focus on finding the Ambrosius Amulet.”
 
   “The hell you say!” said Ishi, holding a jeweled dagger up to his flashlight’s beam. “This makes up for all the bullshit and ‘no hunts’ since Egypt!”
 
   “Okay,” she replied, motioning for him to carry on undeterred. “But I guess Nick and I will have to get used to life without you, huh?”
 
   “What?!” 
 
   Ishi turned his beam to her face, forcing Marie to shield her eyes. I pointed my penlight’s limited beam toward his face, revealing squinty eyes that made him look almost child-like.
 
   “The place is cursed,” she said, turning away from the light until Ishi lowered it. “According to Papa, anyone who has taken from the dead in this tomb has met a violent end soon after. The list of victims includes a handful of earls, dukes, and princes, along with several locally famous highwayman from the 1600s.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” said Ishi, quietly. Nonetheless, he lowered the dagger and dropped it near the skeleton’s left finger bones.
 
   “So, if there have been multiple thefts, how did they get in here?” I asked, not immediately considering the breach we discovered likely came from an invasion by grave robbers in centuries past. The hidden crevice that Ishi pushed through was completely camouflaged to where I wouldn’t have considered it ever being anything else but a fissure created by time. Normally, such thieves are not concerned about leaving a mess revealing their nocturnal deeds, since by the time anyone else found out about a break-in the thieves were long gone. Unless…. “Are you implying there was a commonly known way into this place? Like someone, or a group of permitted trespassers, came here on a regular basis to either claim or return the amulet?”
 
   Ishi looked at me as if I had lost my frigging mind. And, the thought didn’t exactly make sense to me either…. Except, a logical reason for the amulet disappearing and ending up back here was for people—such as the druids of ancient lore—to bring it back to the mound and rebury it, rather than the amulet magically ending up here without the aid of human beings. That made sense.
 
   “Don’t think that just because visitations by royalty and crooks to this place have been documented it’s the only explanation,” cautioned Marie. “Papa showed me plenty of accounts that spoke of the amulet’s magical properties. And, sometimes it did end up here on its own.”
 
   “All right… but what if it’s not here right now?” I said, uttering the first thing that came to mind, without considering it could further ignite my gal’s temper. “You’re not expecting us to hang around here all day waiting for it to show up… or are you?”
 
   “Of course not!” she snapped.
 
   Even in the dimness, I could almost see a cloud settling upon her—despite the fire in her response. It appeared she hadn’t considered the possibility that the amulet might not be present.
 
   “But you said it would be here,” said Ishi, pointing his flashlight beam in her direction again. “That’s what you told us in France, and again in London.”
 
   “Hey, take it easy with the light, man,” I said, protectively.
 
   “Sorry Boss.” He lowered it to her feet.
 
   “Yes, that’s what I said,” Marie admitted, her tone sounding forlorn, which pulled on my heart to where I felt like a callous asshole… at least for a moment.
 
   “Then what gives?” I asked, finding it damned near impossible to remain compassionate. “You said your father told you it had been returned here in 1735 by Lord Carleton, who laid it on top of the mound at dawn on the winter solstice that year, and watched the amulet disappear. You said Carleton claimed it was apparently pulled into the crypt through the frost-covered grass by an unseen hand, and that’s the last time anyone visited the mound in search of it. Especially after he later claimed to be haunted by ‘something from the banks of the River Avon’. The very same thing he spoke about on his deathbed.”
 
   “If the amulet’s not here, I’m going to be seriously pissed!” added Ishi.
 
   “It should be here,” Marie insisted, but with meager enthusiasm. She shook her head worriedly, and began sifting through the remains closest to where she stood. “But, we are wasting time debating instead of looking. I would appreciate your cooperation for the time being, and we can fight about it later.”
 
   “How big is this thing supposed to be, again?” 
 
   Marie didn’t answer my question for nearly a minute, while she and Ishi worked feverishly to sift through the skeletal remains closest to them. Many still contained tattered garments that crumbled as they pushed them out of the way. Surely Marie was thankful for the gloves she wore, protecting her from the grime and occasional worms and dormant insects. Maybe it was the same for Ishi, since he moved quickly, sifting through two corpses and then prepared to explore the more noxious, and possibly poisonous, remains lying upon the lower shelves.
 
   “Be careful, little buddy,” I cautioned.
 
   His response was a mere grunt. But unlike me, it seemed he had a clear idea of what to be on the lookout for. 
 
   “The sapphire should be three inches tall and two and a half inches wide, and about an inch thick,” Marie advised, when she finally addressed my question. “The dragon holding it is solid gold, giving significant weight to the amulet. Also, the gold chain is large enough for a grown man from two thousand years ago to drape across their collarbone.”
 
   “So, about twenty to thirty inches in length for the chain?”
 
   “Yep. Now… how about helping us find the damned thing, Nick?”
 
   “I’m on it, sweetheart!”
 
   Her latest zinger was delivered like a spitball from a southpaw pitcher. I didn’t hang around for a second admonishment, and went to work on the smaller remains of a female of significant social importance. At least the jewels near the skeleton’s sternum indicated as much.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” warned Marie, as I picked up a ruby and diamond necklace and prepared to slip it into my pocket.
 
   “Even though this baby might pay for our expeditions for, I don’t know… the next ten to fifteen years?” 
 
   “Did you not hear what I said a few minutes ago? You must be thinking with your other head!”
 
   I whirled to face her, and her flashlight was pointed at my crotch.
 
   “Very funny, darlin’.”
 
   “It’s not intended to be funny. This shit’s very serious, Nick. The same goes for you, too, Ishi.”
 
   I swear, Marie has eyes in the back of her head. Ishi dropped what looked like a gold brooch encrusted with emeralds and rubies onto the shelf he presently stood next to. The item came from somewhere hidden, below the shelf, likely from the putrefied contents of the very bottom, based on the nasty gunk still clinging to it.
 
   “That royally sucks!” he lamented. “Do you know how hard this is for a pair of looters to not loot?”
 
   “Apparently harder than I previously thought,” she replied. “If you two can behave while we’re down here, in the coming weeks I’ll take you to a place that will put the riches stored here to shame. But only if you don’t piss away the opportunity we have here. Comprende?”
 
   I especially hated her using one of my pet words. Even so, my gut told me Marie was right. We were indeed wasting time picking through this shit.
 
   “Well, I hope you’re right about it being here,” I said. “If it isn’t, please spare us the mumbo-jumbo bullshit about it magically hiding someplace, or that the damned thing is presently in use somewhere else. Otherwise, you’ll have two very unhappy ‘compadres’ on your hands. Comprende?”
 
   I couldn’t resist the return barb, and there wasn’t any sugar to sweeten that sucker. It was increasingly feeling like a very bad idea, and I had become too pissed off to care. Focused only on finding anything resembling the amulet Marie had described, Ishi matched my fervent efforts to get through this exercise as quickly as possible. Regrettably, priceless relics can be destroyed by such recklessness. However, since we weren’t taking them with us anyway, the rarities that could’ve gone for untold thousands were simply in the way of what we sought.
 
   I expected Marie to squawk about our careless bulldozing, but like us, she hurriedly sifted through corpses and filth as if looking for the iPhone she frequently misplaces. Within two hours, we had finished our initial investigation. 
 
   No sign of the Ambrosius Amulet.
 
   “Maybe it’s hidden in the walls, between the bricks, no?” said Ishi, wiping the sweat from his brow with his cleaner forearm. 
 
   The tomb was nowhere near as cold as the outside temperature had been upon our arrival. All of us were sweating from the exertion and high humidity inside. Exerting and breathing the air’s foulness, too. We were idiots for leaving our better surgical masks in the Viano, and being too damned lazy to go get them once we picked up the pace of our sifting work.
 
   ““We just haven’t looked hard enough in this place… or the amulet’s not here,” I said, snickering. “Maybe the map is a fraud.”
 
   “It’s not a fraud, you dumbass!” Marie reached in her coat and yanked the map out. “How can you not believe in alternative explanations that deal with the supernatural, Nick? Especially after everything we’ve dealt with? Did you not watch a pyramid lift off from an Egyptian desert and soar into the sky? And did you not see a living deity that was half human and half lioness? Or, do you suppose this is one long opiate-fed dream state you’ve been stuck in for the past six months? Hell, maybe I’m not real either!”
 
   Yeah, you’re real all right—a real peach when you don’t get your way, which makes you a royal b—
 
   “Don’t say it, Nick! Don’t say it, or I swear to Christ I’ll….”
 
   “Maybe it’s just a treasure map, Boss—”
 
   “Shhhh!”
 
   “What in the hell was that?” whispered Marie, after I motioned for her and Ishi to remain quiet. 
 
   She pointed nervously to the hole leading out of the mound. The sunlight from earlier barely reached inside the opening, as the winter sun continued it’s westward journey across the sky. But I seriously doubted it would aid us in any way from the men owning the voices we heard. Voices speaking in the Masri dialect of Egypt.
 
   Shit!
 
   “That? Oh that, my dear, is the sound of underestimating our Egyptian buddies’ determination to find us!” I hissed, motioning for her and Ishi to join me in quietly moving out of reach of a potential flashlight’s beam. “Looks like we’ve got company.”
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