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     CHAPTER ONE 
 
   
 
    Wednesday, September 30th. 
 
    Moving Day. 
 
      
 
    East Austin. 
 
    One glance in the mirror told me all I needed to know. Any thoughts or hopes or dreams I might have had for a normal life with the man I love most in the world, are gone for good. 
 
    Outwardly, I looked the same. Small girl almost nineteen, short spiky black hair with blonde tips, dark eyes and a face some might call pretty. Inwardly, not so normal. So much baggage I can hardly bear the weight of it. 
 
    Most of the heavy burden coming in the ever-shifting shape of an unsettled spirit. My husband, Sonny, now deceased, would not move on to wherever he was supposed to go…and leave me in peace. Stubborn as a castrated mule, he clings to me and won’t let go. 
 
    Crying my eyes dry did no good. Neither did pleading with Sonny to move on and find peace in the ever after. Every avenue had been explored and with the same result. Sonny was staying with me forever. His decision had been made. 
 
    My apartment was all packed up waiting for the movers. I have a big rig of my own I could have used to haul my belongings to the other side of the city but I opted not to for reasons I do not wish to share. 
 
    A knock came on the door and I figured it was the moving men. I ran to open it and almost fainted when Farrell walked in. I love him so much my heart and soul burns for him.  
 
    We can’t be together because of Sonny. 
 
    “Come in. I thought you were the moving guys.” 
 
    “They’re downstairs. I ran up ahead of them hoping to have a minute to talk to you.” 
 
    “It’s best this way, Farrell. We can’t move on as a couple with Sonny in the bed between us. Nothing has changed for us. We still love each other, but we cannot live together until Sonny moves on. He insisted on paying for the property so you’d have no claim on it and there was nothing I could do to talk him out of it. I’ll be bringing his truck home tomorrow from the impound yard. He already picked out the perfect spot to park it.” 
 
    “But I love you and I made a commitment, babe. I want to move out to Elgin with you. We’re a couple.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I want more than you and I living in our new house, but you can’t move in yet. Blaine needs you and I need to deal with more than a few things. We can see each other as often as you want. We’re not breaking up or anything.” 
 
    “A ghost is driving a wedge between us, Gilly, and it’s pissing me off. I’d choke the life out of Sonny Hart with my bare hands if he wasn’t already dead.” 
 
    “I feel the same way, but there’s nothing we can do. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “There has to be a way, Gilly. I’m going to find it and put things right so we can be together. I’m not giving up.” 
 
    Farrell left the apartment upset and I tried not to cry as my heart broke in two, but I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed a wad of tissues and dabbed my red eyes semi-dry before the four movers walked through the door. 
 
    “Morning, Mrs. Hart.”  
 
    I nodded and got out of the way as they began slugging boxes to the elevator. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    My own home. Something I never dreamed possible since the day I fled my parents’ den of domestic hell at the age of fourteen and joined the ranks of the homeless. 
 
    Almost nineteen, my birthday in a few weeks, and in a short five years I’ve come a long way, baby. 
 
    Moving Day. 
 
    Two gorgeous acres on the edge of town. Mature leafy trees shading perfectly cut green grass. Not a weed in any of my flowerbeds—thanks to the previous owners. 
 
    My new house is a rancher, long and low and painted white with a double garage attached, making it seem even longer. 
 
    A huge maple tree shades my front lawn and gives me the privacy from prying eyes that I crave. 
 
    Inside, a spacious living room with a stone fireplace, small dining room, large kitchen with stainless steel appliances, beautiful bleached oak cabinets with granite countertops, and plenty of room for a table and four chairs. 
 
    Top that off with three bedrooms, a main bathroom and a bathroom all my own and I win the prize. 
 
    The money from Sonny’s Jacksonville house paid for this house and I don’t even have a mortgage to worry about. That’s the way my husband wanted it. He takes care of me and I love him for it, even though he’s dead. 
 
      
 
    Four hours later after the moving men departed with my check and my thanks, I pulled myself together, opened a can of Coke, and started in the kitchen. 
 
    I ripped the tape off the first box marked ‘dishes’ and dove in. The first plate I unwrapped flew out of my hand and smashed on the tile floor. 
 
    “Sonny, why did you have to do that?” 
 
    “To get your attention. I want you to look at me.” 
 
    “I can’t bear to look at you, Sonny. This is supposed to be the happiest day of my life. The day when Farrell and I move in together and now because of you, I have to live here alone.” 
 
    “You’re not alone, Gilly. I’m here and I’ll be here to love and protect you for always.” 
 
    “Who will you protect me from? You?” That question spawned a whole new batch of tears and I changed the subject. “Your mother is coming to visit you.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. She wants to see my new place.” 
 
    “Isn’t tomorrow the day you’re picking up my truck?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. You’ll have your truck back soon.” 
 
    “I miss my truck.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you do. I’m sure you made many great memories in that sleeper, sweetie. That was the place where you lured all those girls and then killed them. You haven’t given me the final count yet so I can pass it on to the police.” 
 
    “I forget the final number, Gilly. It wasn’t like that. I didn’t want to kill them. There was something wrong with my head and I had to do it. I never kept track.” 
 
    “Not buying it. You remember the number because you remember everything, Sonny Hart. You wouldn’t forget the exact number of kills you had.” 
 
    “That was my life before I met you and fell in love, Gilly. I’m a better person now. My life changed the day we met.” 
 
    “Is that an old country song?” I sniffled back a new batch of waterworks. “I’m happy for you, Sonny, but we both can’t be happy.” 
 
    Sonny changed the subject like he was so good at doing whenever I zoned in on his previous career. “I want you to get a dog for protection. I’ll pick one out tomorrow.” 
 
    “A dog? I can protect myself, Sonny. I’m good with a gun and I’m even better with a blade. Razor blades are my specialty. Did you ever wonder why my name was Gillette? That’s not my real name, sugar. It’s a name I earned.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Gilly. It’s your name.” 
 
    “Wrong. I should have cut your throat one day sooner and saved myself all this trouble. One day sooner and I would never have fallen in love with you and ruined my entire life.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s so nice. Come over closer and sit on my knee.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. I’m not in the mood to listen to you sweet talk me.” 
 
    Ding dong. Saved by the bell. 
 
    “Somebody is ringing the doorbell.” I beat it from the kitchen to the front of the house and opened the door to Misty and Forest. “Hi, Misty, so nice of you to drive way out here.” 
 
    “I wanted to see your new place and from what I’ve seen so far, it’s adorable.” 
 
    Mystere LeJeune was one of the beautiful people in my life. Tall and slim with long silvery hair and green eyes, she commanded attention wherever she went. She had a magickal way about her that drew people to her. 
 
    “Thanks, Misty. Come in and we’ll celebrate my moving day. I’ll pour you a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Be good, Forest.” Misty set her twenty-three month old son down on the floor. Black hair, dark eyes and coppery skin, Forest looked nothing like Misty. He was the image of his father. “Don’t touch anything, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, Mommy. Hi, Sonny.” 
 
    “Hi, Forest. I’m glad you can see me, little buddy. What a smart little guy you are.” 
 
    Misty giggled and sipped the Merlot I’d poured for her. “The wine is delicious. I needed that. What a hot day it is out there in the Texas sun.” She opened her purse and handed me a package wrapped in shiny blue paper with a blue bow on top.  
 
    “You brought me a present?” 
 
    “Something to help you adjust to living in your new home without Farrell. I can feel how upset you are and I saw Farrell this morning. He’s a mess.” 
 
    I don’t think anything can help with that. 
 
    Not having received many gifts in my life, I was excited to see what was inside the package. I ripped the paper off and opened the little box. “Oh, Misty, this is beautiful. I’ve always wanted an Amulet.” 
 
    “I’ll help you put it on. Turn around.” 
 
    Misty fastened it at the back of my neck and as it lay against my chest I immediately felt its warmth radiating against my skin. “It’s working already. I can feel its power.” 
 
    “It will protect you in your new life.” 
 
    I raised a surprised eyebrow. “I’m about to have a new life? With Farrell not moving in, I feel like my life is over.” I fought back the tears I wanted to shed. The waterworks had been flowing like an artesian well all morning.  
 
    All my plans for a happy life with Farrell had come tumbling down around me and I had no energy or enthusiasm left to start fresh without him.  
 
    Misty smiled. “I’ll be here to help you when you have questions.” 
 
    “I’m devastated Farrell isn’t moving in with me, but I made the call. I had to do it because it was so unfair to him. I have no one to blame but myself.” 
 
    “He can’t live here with Sonny haunting you,” said Misty. “He’d be miserable inside of a week. You made the correct decision. And besides, your new work will take up most of your time.” 
 
    I grabbed a beer from the fridge, plopped down at the kitchen table across from Misty and popped the top on a can of Bud. “What is my work going to be now that I’m not a Night Viper anymore?” 
 
    “It will be specialized and no one will know you’re out there helping the helpless. I have someone coming from N’Orlean to train you.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I know all the best people,” Misty drawled. “You have gifts, Gilly. Undiscovered and deeply hidden inside you, but they are there all the same. I can feel the magick inside you.” 
 
    “Magick? Me? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I do think so, and I’m seldom wrong.” 
 
    “Gilly isn’t a witch.” Sonny shimmered on the counter near the breadbox. Dangerously near the block of Henckels and I kept an eye on him. 
 
    “Would you love her any less if she was a witch?” 
 
    “No, I guess not. But I don’t want her to be different than she is. She’s perfect now.” 
 
    “She won’t be different,” said Misty, “simply better able to control her powers and take care of herself.” 
 
    I don’t have any powers. 
 
    “I’m here to take care of her.” Sonny zoomed off the counter and circled once around the ceiling fan. 
 
    Counterclockwise. 
 
    “Nice one, Sonny,” said Misty. “Always counterclockwise—withershins for luck. Clockwise isn’t so lucky.” 
 
    “I have a lot to learn.” Anxious to do anything to get my mind off Farrell, I hopped up and grabbed a pen and pad. “Should I make a list?” 
 
    Forest toddled into the room and pointed up at the ceiling fan. The chains rattled as the blades of the fan picked up speed and spun counterclockwise at an alarming rate.  
 
    Sonny zoomed out of the way hollering at Forest. “Hey, you almost sliced me in half, buddy. Not funny.” 
 
    Forest giggled as he toddled away searching for more mischief to get into. 
 
    I picked up the bottle of Merlot and refilled Misty’s wine glass. “When is this training person coming from New Orleans?” 
 
    “Today.”  
 
    “Yikes.” I jumped up off my chair.  “Today? I just moved in and I’m not ready for company. I’m not ready for my mother-in-law either. I’m going to need two guest rooms ready at the same time. Do I have that many sheets and towels?” 
 
    Misty finished her wine and placed the glass on the table. “Let’s get busy. I’ll help you get ready for your guests and we’ll be done in no time.” 
 
    “What time is your person coming?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    “He?” I stopped dead in my tracks, pivoted and took a stance with my hands on my hips. “You’re not telling me my second houseguest is a man, are you?” 
 
    “No, he’s not a man—well in all the important ways he is—he has all the right equipment—he’s a witch and he also moonlights as a bodyguard.” 
 
    I giggled at Misty’s description. “How can you vouch for his equipment?” 
 
    “I’m not going there.” Misty shook her silvery hair and sparks flew in every direction. 
 
    “Farrell is going to freak if a man moves in here.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “I’ll explain it to him and he’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “I was looking forward to this day for a month and now it’s gone to hell in a handbasket. Farrell is going to dump me, Sonny will drive me insane, and this new guy—whatever his name is, will work me until my body breaks in two. This is going to be the death of me.” 
 
    “Rufin Pictou.” 
 
    I made a face at the sound of his name. “What’s a Rufin Pictou?” 
 
    “I told you. He’s a savvy witch who has similar skills to yours. He communicates easily with the dead like you do and he’s marvelous in a number of other ways.” 
 
    “What other ways? Is he an old guy?” 
 
    “How old is an ‘old guy’ when you’re nineteen? I forget.” The doorbell rang and Misty giggled. “Go see how old he is for yourself.” 
 
    “He’s going to be old and no fun. I know it.” Ready for another disappointment, I yanked the door open and stood face to face with one of the cutest young guys I’d ever laid my hungry eyes on. Long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, a big smile on his face and a suitcase in his hand. 
 
    “Hi, Gillette. I’m Rufin Pictou.” 
 
    Didn’t mean to be rude, but I stared at the gorgeous witch-man with my mouth hanging open. Misty joined me at the door and beckoned Rufin in. 
 
    “Come in, Rufin. Thanks for making the trip. We need you here in a bad way. Gilly has troubles and she could use a hand.” 
 
    “I can lend a hand or a hand with a wand in it.” He laughed and I thought for a crazy moment I heard a tinkling sound way up high—like above the roof or somewhere…higher?  
 
    Sonny zoomed down from wherever and circled us. “Who is this? A man can’t move in with my wife.” 
 
    Rufin chuckled. “I’m meeting with opposition and I’m barely in the door.” 
 
    “This is going to be a fun assignment for you, Rufin,” said Misty. “Now that you’ve arrived safely, we should have a glass of wine and catch up before I have to go home to the city.” 
 
    My heart pounding against my new amulet, I escorted Rufin through the stacks of boxes and showed him where to put his luggage. With that out of the way, I invited him to sit in the living room—cluttered with more boxes—while I fetched refreshments from the kitchen. “Beer or wine, Rufin? I have a little tequila too if you’d prefer that.” 
 
    “Beer is fine with me, Gillette. I’m not hard to please.” 
 
    I returned with the beer and more wine for Misty. She handed the can of Bud to Rufin and Sonny swooped down and knocked it right out of his hand. 
 
    “Huh. Your husband is not happy to have me here, Gillette.” Rufin whipped out his wand and said in a quiet voice, 
 
      
 
    Angry spirit I come in friendship 
 
    Angry spirit I come to teach 
 
    While I’m tutoring your wife 
 
    I will be out of your reach 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    A flick of Rufin’s perfect wrist and Sonny retreated to the fireplace mantle. His blob of shimmering ectoplasm rested beside an unlit candle and he never moved or spoke. 
 
    That little trick made me smile. “That was wonderful, Rufin. I’m always so on edge when guests are here. Sonny can be so…himself.” 
 
    Rufin grinned. “I take it your late husband was quite aggressive in his former life?” 
 
    “Serial killer if you’re calling him by his official title. Quite aggressive. Most of that aggression aimed at girls in their early twenties. Luckily…or unluckily…I wasn’t in the age range of his kills so he fell in love with me and married me instead.” 
 
    “No need to worry. We’ll recruit him to our way of thinking and he’ll be on our team in a few days. A week at the most.” 
 
    “You sound confident.” I poured my beer into a glass and didn’t hesitate. I chugged half of it down hoping to dull my senses at the earliest possible moment. 
 
    “Sonny wants to protect you and help you, but as a newly departed spirit he doesn’t know how. I’ll show him how he can be just as effective dead as he was when he was living and his attitude will adjust.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Rufin flashed a perfect set of teeth and I inhaled a quick breath. “If Sonny resists and doesn’t modify his behavior, I’ll give him an attitude adjustment of my own.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “You are such a clown, Rufin. I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
      
 
    Elgin Bar and Grille. 
 
    After Misty left, Rufin spent a few minutes in his room unpacking while I wandered through the maze of boxes wondering what on earth I would feed him for dinner.  
 
    Because of Misty’s visit, unpacking hadn’t been done and I hadn’t had a moment to do any grocery shopping. When Rufin returned to the kitchen looking all energetic and a whole lot like a hot hunk, I broke the news to him. “We’ll have to go out for dinner. I moved in today and there isn’t a bite of food in this house.” 
 
    Rufin smiled. “Fantastic. We’ll eat out, then we’ll do grocery shopping on the way home and be all set for the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m a bit unnerved having a new person in my life at the same moment I lost the person I love most in the world.” 
 
    “I’m sure you haven’t lost that person. Your current circumstances are standing in the way of your reunion is how I see it.” 
 
    I felt the heat from the Amulet radiating next to my heart when I thought of Farrell and how much I loved him. 
 
    After a delicious steak dinner at the Elgin Bar and Grille, Rufin and I talked over a cup of coffee. “Misty didn’t say anything about your rates, or what I was paying you for the lessons you were going to give me. Shall we discuss that?” 
 
    “No need. I don’t have a set rate for my services. You have to feed and house me while I’m tutoring you and that will be payment enough. I’m a big eater.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I was impressed watching you polish off that sixteen ounce steak. Nice job.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He flashed me a brilliant smile that melted away most of my doubts and fears. “Shall we tackle filling the fridge and the empty pantry on the way back to your house?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s. I have a long list.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    Rufin and I became familiar with the market closest to my new home. He pushed the cart while I loaded it with everything on the list, plus a whole lot more of my impulse purchases. 
 
    With him helping me, shopping was almost fun. He loaded all the groceries into the back of my truck, then unloaded all of it when we got home and helped me put it away. 
 
    The guy was worth his weight. 
 
    We had a beer when the job was finished, then Rufin headed for bed. 
 
      
 
    With the pantry and the fridge filled and Rufin stowed away in his room for the night, I was free at last to text Farrell and tell him how my heart was breaking for him. 
 
    “I’m missing you so much. Tonight was to be our honeymoon night in our new home and it all went wrong because of me. I’m so sorry. I love you so much. I hope you can forgive me for hurting you.” 
 
    I let my head flop back on my pillow waiting for a response but not expecting a quick one because Farrell would be working. It was after midnight and he’d be on his Harley patrolling the city. 
 
    “Miss you, babe. Love you no matter what. We’ll get through it together.” 
 
    With tears in my eyes, I read his response three times and let out a sigh of relief. That was exactly what I needed to hear. 
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     CHAPTER TWO 
 
   
 
    Thursday, October 1st. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    The aroma of coffee brewing enticed me to open my eyes and I was sure I’d died and gone to heaven. Having someone make coffee for me was almost as good as Sonny letting me sleep all night. 
 
    Having Rufin around was painless so far. I had no idea what the training involved, and I wasn’t sure I wanted the job Misty was offering, but I wasn’t one to dismiss opportunities without exploring the possibilities. That much I’d learned living on the streets with Ardal. 
 
    It would be wonderful if Ardal came to live with me here in my new place. Soon I’d need an addition.  
 
    Giggling, I hopped out of bed and pulled on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. I hurried to the kitchen for coffee figuring giggling was better than crying.  
 
    “Morning, Rufin. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Wonderfully well. I can sleep anywhere, Gillette. I have no problems eating or sleeping. Would you like me to cook breakfast?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I learned to cook a while ago.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen Sonny since I’ve been up.” Rufin glanced around the kitchen, then he looked up. 
 
    “Come to mention it, I didn’t see him in my room either. I wouldn’t be surprised if he slept in his truck at the impound yard in Austin. He lived in his sleeper when he ran the carnival.” 
 
    “Is that where he killed all the girls? At the carnival?” 
 
    My hand shook a little as I poured cream into my coffee. Chatting about Sonny’s former profession wasn’t one of my favorite subjects of conversation. “Uh huh. He was killing one girl a week at each new venue… at the end when I met him. I feel so bad for all the girls he killed but there’s nothing I can do to make up for it.” 
 
    “Yes, there is. You’ll be helping a lot of people stay alive when we start the new job.” 
 
    “I don’t have a grasp of what the new job involves. Misty didn’t explain the details to me. If it’s chasing down bad people, I’m fine with it. I’m a cop and I know how to do that already.” 
 
    Rufin grinned. “You’re halfway there before you even start training.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss the Night Vipers so much. I miss them already. That’s going to be the hardest part.” I reached for a tissue and dabbed at my eyes. 
 
    “I feel bad for all you’ve been through, Gillette, and it was a shame your psychiatrist declared you mentally unstable. That just isn’t true. I’ve only known you a couple of days and I can say with certainty, you are one of the most stable people I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rufin. After Sonny kidnapped me, I had to have an official evaluation. The Chief of the Rangers had to take Charlie’s word on my mental health and when he received Charlie’s report, he had no choice but to suspend me from active duty.” 
 
    “All I know about your situation is what Misty imparted on the phone, and she certainly wasn’t free with details. She respects you, Gillette, and that’s one of the reasons she chose you to help her. You’re an upstanding person.” 
 
    “Thanks. I admire Misty too. Mutual admiration. She has so many gifts and she shares them unselfishly.” 
 
    “For a long period of time, I was bodyguard to Claire LeJeune, Misty’s mother. A powerful and gifted witch, Claire is a marvel. She met the man of her dreams not long ago and moved to Australia. Misty misses her a lot.” 
 
    “Maybe Farrell and I should move far away where people can’t judge me.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t help with Sonny. He’s a spirit and he’s with you in any location. You’ll never lose him, that’s why we have to make him fit into our lifestyle.” 
 
    Gillette smiled. “I don’t believe that’s possible. Sonny demands attention—more specifically—my attention, twenty-four seven. He isn’t a fitting-in person.” 
 
      
 
    Busy with unpacking and straightening up the house, the morning flew by and before I knew it, the doorbell rang and Rufin was letting Moonbeam in and helping her with her luggage. 
 
    A little wary of strangers, Moonbeam greeted Rufin rather rudely. “I don’t know who you are, young man. Have you taken my son’s place in Gillette’s heart already? I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    Moonbeam Hart was a full-blooded Seminole. Still a beautiful woman in her early fifties, tall and straight with long black hair and expressive dark eyes, she was a woman to be reckoned with on many levels. 
 
    I ran to the door and hugged her and then introduced her. “This is Rufin Pictou. He’s my instructor for a new job I’m starting. He traveled to Austin all the way from New Orleans.” 
 
    “I traveled all the way from the Everglades in Florida,” she snapped. “A much longer journey.” Moonbeam moved into the living room and glanced around. Still a mess but not half as bad as it was when I got up this morning. 
 
    “Hello, Mama. I was waiting for you to get here.” 
 
    “Sonny is saying hello, Moonbeam. He’s been missing you.” 
 
    “Why can’t I hear him? I was sure I’d be able to, after all you can hear him and you don’t have near the sensibilities I do. My people are close to the earth and to their ancestors. I should be able to talk to my son.” She burst out crying and I ran to the kitchen to get her a tissue. 
 
    “You may be able to hear him soon,” I handed her the tissue. “Give him a chance to get used to you being here. Let me show you your room and you can get settled.” 
 
    “When Zak found out I was coming for a visit, he decided to come and talk to you about the truck. He hasn’t given up on getting the trailer back to haul the carnival rides.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Sonny wants to part with the trailer. He’s very fond of both parts of his truck—the front and the back.” 
 
    “Don’t forget we’re getting a dog today.” Sonny zoomed down between me and his mother. He was misty and a leafy green color and he made my skin damp. 
 
    “I won’t forget, sugar.” 
 
    “Forget what?” asked Moonbeam. 
 
    “Sonny wants to get a dog today.” 
 
    More waterworks from Moonbeam. “He always wanted a dog when he was a child. I thought the gators would get it and I vetoed it, but now I wish I’d given in. There are so many things I feel bad about now that he’s gone.” She turned her head. “That’s a lovely Amulet you’re wearing.” 
 
    “Thank you. It was a gift from a friend.” 
 
    “When’s my truck coming?” Sonny circled around overhead and I wished he’d sit on the mantle like a ghostly statue for four hours like he’d done the day before. 
 
    I’ll have to get Rufin to put that spell on him again. 
 
    “Tommy is driving it out here for you, sweetie pie. He should be here soon. Tell me again where you want it parked.” 
 
    “Come outside and I’ll show you.” 
 
    I followed Sonny to the side of the house and he pointed. “I want it right there.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s where Tommy can park it. Be nice to him when he gets here. He’s doing you a favor.” 
 
    “He used to be your boyfriend and I can’t stand to think about him touching you.” Sonny spun in an angry circle over my head. “I’d rather see him dead.” 
 
    “Nice attitude, Mister. Tommy isn’t my boyfriend any longer, Farrell is.” 
 
    “Do you have a boyfriend so soon after Sonny’s death?” Moonbeam overheard my half of the conversation as I came in through the back door. Her dark eyes were full of tears. 
 
    “He’s someone who helped me through all the trauma after Sonny died. I wouldn’t have survived without him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call me sooner? I would have come to help you. You’re my family now, Gillette. All the family I have.” 
 
    “What about all your kin on the reservation?” 
 
    “I mean close family, my son and his wife.” 
 
    Fearing baby questions were coming next, I headed for the door at the same time Sonny hollered in my ear, “I hear the truck. Go outside and show him the spot.” 
 
    “I’m going, sugar. Take it easy.” 
 
    “I wish I could hear you, Sonny.” More tears from Moonbeam. 
 
    I ran outside and motioned for Tommy to park the truck in the spot Sonny wanted it. “Yep, that’s perfect. Right there.” 
 
    Tommy turned off the engine and hopped out of the cab onto the side step, then he jumped down wearing a big grin. “That was fun driving that big fucker out here, Gilly.” 
 
    Farrell’s cousin, Tommy Donovan, resembled Farrell in the same way all the Donovan’s did. Tall, broad-shouldered with fair hair and blue eyes. Some of them had straight blond hair and some curly, but they all had that Donovan look about them. 
 
    “You’re not in a hurry, are you, Tommy? Come on in and have a beer and see my new place before I drive you home.” 
 
    Tommy was still grinning. “Sure is nice out here in the country. I’d love to live out of the city like I did when I lived with my brothers in Pecan Creek Trailer Park.” 
 
    He followed me into the kitchen and Moonbeam glared when she recognized him. “You’re one of those horrible cops who killed my boy.” Moonbeam was unpacking a box of pots at that moment and she heaved a frying pan across the kitchen at Tommy’s head. 
 
    “Look out,” hollered Rufin. 
 
    Tommy dodged the pan and ducked outside as the missile bounced off the kitchen wall. “I’ll drink my beer out here. It’s safer.” 
 
    I grabbed beer from the fridge and rounded up Rufin to come outside and meet Tommy properly. “This is Rufin, Tommy. He’s here to teach me some things for my new job.” 
 
    Tommy’s smile vanished. “I can’t believe you’d leave the Night Vipers, Gilly. This must be some job. You never did tell me what it was.” 
 
    Rufin caught my eye and shook his head. 
 
    “Umm…it’s nothing I can talk about yet. Kind of a secret job.” 
 
    “You gonna be a fuckin spy or something? I’ve seen Burn Notice on TV. Don’t let them government fuckers hang you out to dry, Gilly.” 
 
    Rufin grinned. “Nice to meet you, Tommy. Thanks for bringing Sonny’s truck to him. He talked about it all morning long.” 
 
    Moonbeam cast Rufin an unhappy glance. “Can you hear Sonny too? I wish I could. What are you teaching Gillette?” 
 
    “Special skills that will come in handy in her new profession.” 
 
    “She’s already good with a gun and a blade,” said Tommy, “and she’s fantastic on her Harley.” 
 
    “I’m sure she is. I don’t think we’ll start training until tomorrow. Moving has been traumatic enough and she needs a little down time. After we take you back to the city, we’re buying a dog.” 
 
    Tommy raised an eyebrow. “What kind of dog?” 
 
    Rufin gave a shout out. “Sonny, what kind of dog were you thinking of?” 
 
    Leaves high in the tree shadiing the patio rustled and Sonny hollered down his answer, “Big dog to protect Gilly. I don’t want her getting raped by the neighbors like in Jacksonville.” 
 
    Tommy stared at Gillette and she shook her head. 
 
    I’m not going there. 
 
    “I’m sure she doesn’t want that either.” Rufin didn’t have a clue what Sonny was talking about and I wasn’t about to fill him in. “We’ll get a nice big dog.” 
 
    “Big with lots of teeth,” Sonny was shouting from up above them but Tommy couldn’t hear him. 
 
    “Got it,” said Rufin. “We’ll check out the shelter.” 
 
    “I have no idea where the animal shelter is. I’ve only lived in Elgin for one day.” I stuck my head in the patio door and called to Moonbeam who flitted in and out like a fairy, “Do you want to come for the ride into Austin? I’m taking Tommy home.” 
 
    “No thank you, dear. I’ll stay with Sonny.” 
 
    Why? You can’t see him or hear him. 
 
      
 
    Elgin Animal Shelter. 
 
    After dropping Tommy off at his Aunt Gail’s house in the Cherrywood District of Austin, Rufin and I had a chance to talk privately on the way back to Elgin. 
 
    “I’m not sure about my duties in my new job. Misty was vague. Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “Sometimes, it will be dangerous. That’s why you need proper training to defend yourself.” 
 
    “What’s the purpose of this job? I’m completely in the dark, other than Misty saying I would be helping save lives and I was perfectly suited for it.” 
 
    “You worked with the Night Vipers patrolling the streets looking for humans behaving badly and committing crimes against each other. This job is similar.” 
 
    “Similar how?” 
 
    “We’ll be working nights, most nights starting at midnight. We’ll search for evil in the city in all forms and eliminate it.” 
 
    “What?” I cranked my head around and stared at Rufin across the console. “I can’t do that. What do I know about evil unless it’s connected to a human crime. I lock bad guys up. Human bad guys. That’s what I’m good at.” 
 
    “Misty thinks you’ll be great at this too and she’s seldom mistaken in her judgement. She knows what’s going on in the dark world and she’ll give you your assignments. She’s already given you the Amulet for extra protection.” 
 
    My hand went to my necklace and I had grown attached to it. “Sometimes it feels lovely and warm against my skin.” 
 
    Rufin smiled at me and his smile warmed me too. 
 
    “We’ll begin your training tomorrow and soon you’ll feel confident enough to start your first assignment.” 
 
    “I’m not committing to this job until I talk it over with Farrell. He has his head on straight and gives me good advice. Always. He was my mentor before he was ever my lover.” I smiled thinking about him. “Now he’s both.” 
 
    Rufin shook his head. “Nope. We don’t talk about our special purpose to anyone outside our team members.” 
 
    “Who’s on our team besides you and me?” 
 
    “Moonbeam and Sonny. Others may join later when we need them, but you will be the leading force.” 
 
    “Moonbeam is on our team? How could she possibly know about it?” 
 
    Rufin nodded. “She knows the basics and she’ll be an asset. Her skills are earth-based and she’ll help you in untold ways as we go forward. So will Sonny once we point him in the right direction.” 
 
    “You’re mistaken about me being the leader.” I shook my head. “I’m good at following orders. I don’t give them.” 
 
    “You’ll learn how to be a leader. Once you are in possession of your new skills, you’ll want to get out there and try them out.” 
 
    Rufin was all smiles and oozing with confidence. I didn’t feel like smiling even a little bit.  
 
    “We’ve been sitting here for five minutes.” Rufin opened the door of the truck and stuck his long leg out. “Are we going inside to choose a dog?” 
 
    “Big dog with good teeth,” said Sonny from the back seat. 
 
    I jumped hearing him speak. “Sonny, are you here? You’re supposed to be at home visiting with your mother.” 
 
    “What’s the point? She can’t hear me or see me.” 
 
    “We’ll remedy that,” said Rufin. “I’ll help her see you, Sonny. She wants to desperately.” 
 
      
 
    Inside the shelter, the barking was deafening and the smell of the dogs was something to be reckoned with. 
 
    When had the pens been cleaned last? 
 
    I stood at the front counter and read the kid’s name on his shirt pocket. “I’d like a dog, please, Brad. A big one.” 
 
    “Sure, we have lots of dogs, large and small. Follow me.” He opened a door and led us down a long hallway past a couple of offices to a large concrete area filled with wire cages on both sides of a long run. 
 
    “Wow, look at all the dogs. How will I pick the right one out?” 
 
    Barking and jumping up on the front of their cages, tongues lolling out of their mouths, all of them wanted attention. They all looked cute to me and they all wanted to be adopted. “See any you like, Ruf?” 
 
    “A couple, but I’m not picking, Sonny is.” 
 
    Sonny zoomed through the wire and whipped through every cage having a very up close look at each one of the dogs. He came flying back to me and said, “I saw the one I want.” 
 
    “Show me which one.” 
 
    Sonny flew down the aisle to the second last pen and zipped right through the wire. He had his left hand—his only hand—on a big brute of an ugly dark brown dog. 
 
    Not meaning to, I made a face when I pointed to the dog Sonny liked. I turned and asked Brad, “What kind of dog is that?” 
 
    “Part pit bull and part horse.” Brad chuckled at his own joke. “Made him come out huge and mean.” 
 
    “Does he bite?” 
 
    “Sure does. He ain’t friendly by any stretch.” 
 
    “I’ll adjust the dog’s temperament,” said Rufin, “if he’s the one Sonny wants.” 
 
    “Okay, Brad. We’ll take him.” 
 
    Brad’s grin widened. “Great. Fantastic. We’ve been trying to get rid of him for months. He’s on the list for euthanasia, and it’s almost time to put him down. We can’t feed them forever if they don’t get a permanent home. Ain’t in the county budget.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s sad.” 
 
    Brad ran over to the wall and grabbed a length of rope off a rack holding many similar lengths of rope. He stepped into the pen holding the big bruiser Sonny liked and attached the rope to his collar. “Y’all will have to get your own leash,” he hollered. 
 
    “That’s okay. We’ll buy what we need on the way home. Does he have a name?” 
 
    “He might have had a name at one point, but we never knew it here at the shelter. We call him Kong.” Brad walked Kong out of the pen, the big brute snapping and snarling. Brad wasn’t a big kid and he could barely hold the powerful dog back as he tugged and pulled against the short piece of rope. 
 
    Rufin took a few steps back from Brad and the dog and whispered a spell. 
 
      
 
    Giant canine full of anger 
 
    Come with us away from danger 
 
    Sonny wants to give you a home 
 
    Never more you have to roam 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Kong settled down at once and trotted happily alongside Brad to the front counter. 
 
    “How much for the dog?” I pulled my wallet out of my shoulder bag and set it on the counter.  
 
    “Fifty bucks. Plus you have to buy his license for the year.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I frowned my displeasure at the kid. “Hey, Brad, this is October. Can’t you prorate it for me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Still not fair. Okay. Give me the total.”  
 
    Brad wrote up an invoice and I paid the total. Rufin jogged to the truck with the mighty Kong running obediently at his side.  
 
    “I need food and a leash and bowls for my dog.” As soon as we were in the truck, Sonny was hollering out orders for me. “And buy him one of those comfy doggy beds, Gilly. The ones stuffed full of cedar. And treats. I want to teach him tricks and give him treats.” 
 
    You can’t give him treats. 
 
    “Sure. Pet store.” I pointed at the GPS and expected Rufin to find the closest pet store. 
 
    “I don’t like his name,” said Sonny. “That name Kong sucks.” 
 
    “What do you want to call him, sugar?” 
 
    “Umm… I think I’ll name him after my truck. I’ll call him Pete.” 
 
    “Uh huh. A dandy name. Pete it is.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    I parked in the driveway and hopped out of the truck momentarily forgetting about the dog. As soon as Pete saw his chance, he jumped over the seat, through the open driver’s door and he was gone. Top speed, his powerful haunches propelling him down the street and across our new neighbors’ lawns. 
 
    “Damn it. Don’t run away, doggy.” Close to the breaking point, I burst into tears. “What else could go wrong?” 
 
    “I’ll get him.” Sonny zoomed past me, a misty cloud of nothingness. 
 
    “How can he get the dog, Ruf?”  
 
    Rufin laughed. He was managing much better than I was. “He can’t get the dog. I’ll go search for him. If I don’t see him, I’ll cast a spell and make him come home to us.” 
 
    “While you’re looking, I’ll take his food and bed and the rest of the junk Sonny made me buy into the house.” 
 
    Moonbeam was resting on the sofa when I walked through to the kitchen carrying the armload of dog stuff. She got to her feet to deliver the good news.  
 
    “Zak is coming for dinner. I invited him.” 
 
    “Fantastic. What are we feeding him?” 
 
    “I took the liberty of making one of his favorite meals. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Nope. Not at all. Just startled me for a second that more company was coming. I thought I might have to produce a meal on demand and that’s not one of my talents.” 
 
    Rufin came in the back way with Pete on his leash. “Where are the treats? I want to reward him for coming when I called him.” 
 
    “How could he come when you called him? He doesn’t know we changed his name to Pete.” 
 
    Rufin laughed. “I called him Kong.” 
 
    “Okay. That makes sense.” I opened the fridge and took out a can of Bud. “I’m having a beer. This day has taken it out of me. Want one?” 
 
    “Sure. First, tell me where the treats are.” 
 
    “Sorry. In that bag of stuff over there. My thoughts are jumbled.” 
 
    “Uh huh. You seem tense.” 
 
    “I need to run five miles but we’re having more company. Sonny’s step-father is coming to talk about the truck. It will be a battle.” 
 
    “Talk to Sonny before the man gets here and find out what Sonny wants to do. Then you’ll be ready to help Sonny and that will go a long way.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I popped the top on the beer can and the doorbell rang. “That can’t be Zak already, can it? When did he leave fuckin Florida?” 
 
    “Drink your beer and let me see who it is.” Rufin flew to the door and I couldn’t help but notice how light he was on his feet. Maybe he could fly. He was a witch after all. 
 
    I wonder if he has a broom? 
 
    Giggling about the broom thing, I heard my name and joined Rufin at the front door. “This is your neighbor, Carter Davison.” Rufin was pointing to his right. “He dropped by to introduce himself and say hello.” 
 
    “Hello, nice to meet you. I’m Gillette Hart.” 
 
    The guy looked me up and down and stared at my chest none too politely. 
 
    I’ve seen rapists with the same look in their eyes.  
 
    My mind went into defense mode and blotted out the memory of what I’d done to them. Too late now. 
 
    This guy was giving me the shivers. Pudgy and going bald early for a young guy, he gave me the creeps and prickles on my skin from four feet away. 
 
    I wouldn’t want him any closer. Living next door might be too close. 
 
    “Thanks for dropping over, Carter. I haven’t got time to exchange any neighborhood gossip today—even if I knew any. We’re having unexpected company for dinner and I have to run. My apologies.”  
 
    I turned to walk away and Carter lunged forward. He reached out and clamped a clammy paw on my arm. Cop reflex action. I spun around and throat punched him so hard he flew out the door and rolled down the sidewalk like a chunk of tumbleweed.  
 
    Rufin ran out to see the damage and said, “Oh, oh.” 
 
    “What?” I leaned on the doorframe thinking I’d had enough crap for one day. 
 
    “He’s dead, Gilly.” 
 
    “Get a fuckin shovel. I’m having another beer.” 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, there was no one on our road as Rufin hauled Carter’s two hundred pound ass to the barn and tossed him in one of the stalls to wait for darkness. 
 
    “I didn’t meant to kill him, Ruf. Honest I didn’t.” 
 
    “I know. It was an accident, but you do have a lot of power behind your punch.” 
 
    Sonny was perched on the wooden division between the stalls and he couldn’t stop laughing. “That ugly prick touched my wife and he deserved it. I love you, Gilly. I love you forever.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sonny.” 
 
    “Run to the garden center, Ruf, and get a bunch of plants. We’ll have to make a new garden.” 
 
    Rufin smiled. “Right. I know just what we should grow. Can I borrow the truck?” 
 
    I fired the keys to the Gladiator through the air. “Have at it, witch-boy.” I winked at him and thanked my lucky stars he was there for me. 
 
    Rufin was only gone ten minutes tops. Enjoying a moment of peace, I opened my third beer and sat down in the shade on the patio. Before I took one sip, bam, Zak Turner was at the front door.  
 
    Is this the worst day of my fucked-up life? 
 
    Sonny’s step-father was an attractive guy about the same age as Moonbeam, maybe a couple of years older. A handsome face weathered from years outdoors at the carnival, his dark hair streaked with gray and nice, kindly brown eyes. 
 
    Zak and Moonbeam spent several moments hugging and catching up before they were aware of anyone else in the room.  
 
    “Beer, Zak?” 
 
    “Thank you, Gillette, dear. I would love a beer.” 
 
    “Wine, Moonbeam?” 
 
    “Thank you, dear. You’re the perfect hostess.” 
 
    Negative on that bullshit. 
 
    Giving up on the idea of relaxing outside, I set the table in the dining room while Moonbeam worked her culinary magic in the kitchen. Zak seemed enamored with his ex-wife and it made me wonder why they’d ever split up. 
 
    I made a mental note to ask Sonny and find out all the juicy details. It was probably a delicious story, just like the tale of horror starring Sonny Hart himself. What quirk of fate had turned my husband into a serial killer? That was the best story of all and I was yet to uncover that tale of wonder. 
 
      
 
    Rufin returned from the local garden center, the load bed of the Gladiator filled with a dozen varieties of flora and one fauna. 
 
    “Ooh, some of those are beautiful. I can’t wait to make my new flower bed.” I pointed to the huge black furball in Rufin’s arms. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Umm… she was a stray at the garden center and they didn’t want her. Isn’t she gorgeous? I’m missing my own familiar so much. I knew you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Does she have a name?” 
 
    “How do you like Raven?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Black cat name. Not too original but I can manage it.” 
 
    “Where are we digging? I can get some of it done before dinner.” 
 
    “Let’s go out back and pick the perfect spot. Honest, Ruf. I didn’t mean to kill that asshole.” 
 
    Rufin laughed. “I know, it was an accident. Shit happens. Don’t sweat it, Gilly. He was a bad person.” 
 
    “I felt that too. Don’t know why.” 
 
    “You have the gift, that’s why. That’s why Misty picked you for this job. We’ll begin your training tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m feeling slightly better about it now.” 
 
    “About killing Carter?” 
 
    “No, about the training.” 
 
    Rufin walked across the yard clutching Raven and he clutched her even tighter when Pete came running and began jumping up to bite Miss Kitty’s dangling tail.  
 
    “Get away, Pete. You’re scaring Raven. Get him away from me, Sonny.” 
 
    Sonny whistled for Pete and put him in the truck. 
 
    “Can Pete hear Sonny?” I marveled at that. “I’m impressed, Sonny. Your mother can’t hear you but your dog can.” 
 
    That struck Sonny as humorous and he laughed all the way into the branches of the tree overhead. 
 
    I chose a spot a little behind the barn and next to the back fence. Out of the way, but a perfect spot for a special little garden. Once everything was growing well, I had visions of placing a bench there and making a little outdoor reading corner. 
 
    “Uh huh.” Rufin pushed the shovel into the dirt. “Looks like the perfect spot to me.” He smiled at me and I felt warm all over. 
 
    Now I’m warming up to a witch. A witch with a cat. Kill me now. 
 
      
 
    Moonbeam’s roast beef and gravy was delightful and enjoyed by all.  
 
    “Wonderful meal, my dear,” said Zak. 
 
    Moonbeam smiled at him. 
 
    “I certainly miss your cooking.” Zak was on a heavy flattery roll. “You were always so marvelous in the kitchen.” 
 
    What about in the bedroom? 
 
    Moonbeam giggled. First time I’d heard her laugh. “The kitchen wasn’t the only room I was stellar in.” 
 
    Too much information. 
 
    Rufin helped himself to more potatoes and tried to keep a straight face.  
 
    “Sometimes I miss you so much I can’t recall why we split up.” Zak reached for her hand and kissed it. 
 
    “A silly spat was all it was. We never should have got divorced.” 
 
    “I think I was the reason they split up.” Only Ruf and I could hear Sonny. “Stressful time when I was on drugs. Opiates are expensive.” 
 
    I’ll bet it was. You on drugs? Fuckin horror show. 
 
    “I’ll clear the table.” I hopped up and took the plates to the sink. “Did you make anything for dessert, Moonbeam?” 
 
    “Sadly, I had no time to be creative.” 
 
    “We have ice cream. Any takers?” 
 
    “Not for me, thanks,” said Rufin. “I couldn’t eat another bite.” 
 
    “Coffee then?” Everyone was in favor of coffee and I rinsed the carafe and started a fresh pot. 
 
      
 
    When darkness fell, Rufin and I left Moonbeam and Zak chatting in the living room and headed out to the back of my two acres of paradise to dispose of the next door neighbor. 
 
    “Do we have two shovels? I could help you dig.” 
 
    “I only saw one in the shed.” 
 
    “Too bad he’s so chunky. We’ll have to make the hole extra big.” 
 
    Rufin chuckled. “I’m not going to dig. I was only pretending to dig, but now that you’re out here watching me, I’ll tell you the truth. I’m going to cast a spell and get rid of Carter quickly.” 
 
    “Show me how to do that.” 
 
    Rufin went into the little barn, hoisted Carter into the wheelbarrow and wheeled him out to his final resting place. He dumped him out and rolled him into position then raised his wand and chanted the spell. 
 
      
 
    Dirt cast off and make a space 
 
    To hold our neighbor in his place 
 
    A makeshift grave is what we need 
 
    Goddess please our wishes heed 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin repeated the spell three times and dirt began flying in the air. Pete ran in circles barking with excitement and Sonny couldn’t stop laughing in the tree above them. 
 
    “It’s not that funny, Sonny,” I hollered up to my dead husband. 
 
    When the hole was ready, Rufin dumped Carter in and used the shovel to cover him up. “All done. We’ll plant the garden on top of him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Fantastic, Ruf. You are the best.” 
 
    “Let’s have a beer and bring Pete in so he doesn’t dig Carter up.” 
 
    “Jeeze, Louise,” hollered Sonny. “Hope that doesn’t happen. 
 
    “You’re on grave watch, Sonny. Your job to make sure it doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “No shit will happen on my shift.” 
 
    I’d love to believe that. 
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     CHAPTER THREE 
 
   
 
    Friday, October 3rd. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    I opened my eyes and was immediately aware of the wonderful aroma of coffee in the air and also of a huge black furball lying beside me on my bed staring at me in a menacing way.  
 
    “I’m grateful for Rufin,” I mumbled to his cat. “Even though my guts are wrenching in sorrow for Farrell and what can never be, it’s comforting to have Rufin around.” 
 
    Raven seemed to understand and she began to purr. 
 
    I wonder what Rufin’s going to teach me today? 
 
    With a groan of reluctance and the feel of laziness in my bones, I sat up and realized Pete wasn’t lying on his doggy bed next to my bed. “That’s where he was when I went to sleep. Sonny. Where’s Pete? Did you take him to the truck?” 
 
    The room grew cool and Sonny stood on the end of the bed appearing almost solid. His dark hair brushed the ceiling and he was close to looking like the crazy serial killer I had married. I wanted to hold him in my arms and make love to him. We never had a honeymoon. 
 
    “So what if I did, Gilly? I wanted him to sleep in the truck with me.” 
 
    “That’s fine, sweetheart. I want you and Pete to be happy. Just wondering where the dog was. I don’t want him digging Carter up before he settles in.” 
 
    “Shit, babe. I stayed inside the truck and forgot about the dead guy. Let me check the garden.” 
 
    In seconds Sonny was back. “A bit of a problem. You should come outside and check it out.” 
 
    “Aw, damn it, Sonny. I’m barely awake.” I pulled on a pair of shorts and a shirt and tore through the house, passing Rufin in the kitchen at top speed. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Pete,” was all I had time to say. I ran across the dewy grass in my bare feet expecting the worst but it wasn’t that bad. Pete had dug a substantial hole at one end of the grave but Carter was still buried under the dirt and no parts were visible. 
 
    Rufin came running. “Okay, he dug a hole, but it’s not terrible. We’ll fix it after breakfast when we plant the garden.” 
 
    “A little fence around the garden,” I said, “and a nice sturdy iron bench in front of the fence.” 
 
    “For sure. Another trip to the garden center coming up.” Rufin walked me back to the kitchen. “I wonder if Carter had anyone living with him who might be missing him.” 
 
    “Jeeze, I hope he was a loner,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send Sonny to Carter’s house to look through,” said Rufin. “See if he lived alone or with somebody.” 
 
    “Where am I going?” Sonny circled overhead. 
 
    I pointed in the direction of Carter’s house. “Next door to Carter’s place to see if he lived with anybody who might be missing him or reporting to the police that he’s goners.”  
 
    Sonny chuckled. “You fuckin killed him, Gilly. You are so tough and spontaneous, I couldn’t love you any more if I tried.” 
 
    “Go recon his house, sugar. I love you too.” 
 
    “Crap.” Rufin pulled open the patio door for me. “Hope today is better than yesterday. No more distractions. I want to start your training.” 
 
    “I wonder how long Zak is staying?” I whispered to Rufin. “Did he go to a hotel or sleep in Moonbeam’s room?” 
 
    “I think he stayed here.” 
 
    “Shitballs. If they’re having sex on my premises, we might never get rid of him.” 
 
    Rufin snorted. “Let’s have coffee and sort the day out. I made a rough schedule for training. We have to start sometime this morning.” 
 
    “I’m keen to start but there are so many other things going on. I’m not even unpacked yet.” 
 
    Moonbeam strolled into the kitchen wearing a mellow look on her dark face. “Good morning, loved ones. Do I smell coffee?” 
 
    “You do,” said Rufin. “May I pour you a cup?” 
 
    “Yes please, dear. You are the thoughtful one.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll be able to help you hear your son today.” Rufin handed her a mug of steaming coffee. 
 
    “That would be the most wonderful gift you could give me, young man.” 
 
    Moonbeam sat down at the kitchen table in a more agreeable mood than I’d ever seen her, and it wasn’t long until Zak showed himself. 
 
    “Morning all. What a glorious day it is here in Elgin, Texas.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” I said to my uninvited houseguest. “Going to be hotter than the hubs of hell later, but it’s not too bad at the moment.” 
 
    “Especially with the air on,” said Rufin. 
 
      
 
    After a man-sized breakfast of scrambled eggs, sausages, and home fries, Rufin excused himself and ran to his room. He returned moments later dressed in shorts and a snug white tank. Wearing substantially less clothing afforded me a glimpse of his tanned and muscular body. The guy was a hunk. 
 
    “Looking hot, Ruf.” 
 
    He grinned. Such a happy guy. “Thanks. It’s going to be hot today like you said, but we have to begin the training.” 
 
    “Also we have to plant the flower garden on top of Carter. Don’t forget that little chore.” 
 
    “We’ll work a couple of hours while it’s not so hot, then break and have a cold drink and plant the garden.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect to me.” 
 
    “I’m watching the training,” said Sonny. “I might have suggestions. I used to wrestle gators in the Glades.” 
 
    Rufin rolled his dark eyes. “We won’t be doing any gator wrestling, Sonny, but feel free to offer your opinion.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will.” 
 
    No one can stop him. 
 
    Rufin opened the door to the garage and I trudged in ahead of him. “Aw, the training ring.” 
 
    “It is cooler in the garage and I think the first thing we’ll master is casting spells from the bikes. It’s a little more difficult than casting while sitting still.” 
 
    “Give my head a shake. You’ve been here what, two days and never once did I wonder how in hell you got here.” I pointed to his wheels. “You rode your Harley.” I leaned over and gave Rufin a high five. 
 
    He chuckled. “You have had a lot on your mind.” 
 
    “Out of my mind is more like it.” 
 
    “I’ll ride on the back of Gilly’s bike when we start,” said Sonny. “Can’t wait to try it.” 
 
    Rufin dug into his saddlebag and pulled out a wand for me. “This is one of my extras you’re welcome to use until you get your own.” 
 
    “Thanks. I wasn’t thinking of a wand as part of my equipment.” 
 
    “As effective as a gun or a knife,” said Rufin. “It can be a lethal weapon if used properly.” 
 
    Turning it over in my hands I could feel something, like the wood was alive. “I love the carving and the little gem stones. It’s lovely.” 
 
    “I made it myself. A hobby.” 
 
    “Making wands out of sticks wouldn’t be my hobby.” Sonny used his snarly voice. 
 
    “No, killing girls in your sleeper was your hobby. Not one you should be proud of.” 
 
    “I said I’m sorry, Gilly, and I’m trying to do good and make up for it.” 
 
    “Yes you are, sugar. I’m proud of your efforts. Another thousand years of good works and you’ll be close to even.” 
 
    Loud knocking on the garage door put all of us on edge a little. Rufin hopped off his Fat Boy and opened the side door. “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “Just wondered if y’all had seen Carter this morning. I’m his father and we had a tee-off time at the Elgin club and Carter didn’t show. Doesn’t look like he’s home, but his car is in the driveway.” 
 
    Rufin moved closer and spewed out a lie as easily as if it were the gospel. “We saw him a couple of days ago and I thought he mentioned taking a vacay with his girlfriend.” 
 
    “His girlfriend?” The father’s eyes lit up. “I had no idea Carter had a girlfriend. He never mentioned her to me.” 
 
    “I think he was keeping Betty-Lou as a surprise.” I jumped in and added more to the growing tale. 
 
    “Her name is Betty-Lou?” 
 
    “Dark hair, brown eyes. Do you know her?” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “There you go,” said Rufin. “He’s gone off in Betty-Lou’s… pickup.”  
 
    “Thanks for your help. Doesn’t explain why he’s not answering his cell.” 
 
    In the friendly neighbor mode, I walked the worried dad out to the road. “It makes sense if they’re on a secret getaway. They could have turned their phones off for …privacy reasons.” 
 
    The dad laughed as he got to his car. “Doesn’t sound a bit like Carter.” 
 
    “Sure doesn’t,” I whispered to myself. “Damn it, his father is looking for him. I’m not sure I want Carter lounging in my yard now.” I made sure the dad was gone, closed the garage door and voiced my concerns to Rufin. “Do you think we should move him tonight?” 
 
    “I do. If his father is going to persist in looking for his son, I don’t want Carter here. Let’s pick a more remote spot for his final resting place.” 
 
    “We’ll scout something out after dark.” 
 
    “I’ll go look now,” said Sonny. “I’ll find the perfect place for us to chuck the dead asshole.” 
 
    “Thank you, sugar. I love you.” 
 
    “I feel bad for your loss, Gillette. You obviously loved your husband.” 
 
    “Not many memories to hang onto, Ruf. We didn’t have more than a couple of days together and I can’t recall them as being romantic.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Had to end badly. He was a serial killer headed for arrest and I had no business loving him in the first place.” 
 
    “We don’t choose who we love.” 
 
    “If he hadn’t died from the bullet wound, he would have gone to trial and then to death row and sat there for years and years. I think that would have been even worse for both of us.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess it would have.” Rufin switched to his serious face. “Did you ever worry about him killing you?” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    He nodded and cut the questions. 
 
    I shivered recalling some of my more fearful moments with my husband. 
 
    I threw my right leg over my bike and settled in. “Let’s get going on the spells and the wand stuff. I have to get back to work. Sitting around unpacking boxes is driving me nuts.” 
 
    Ruf grinned. “We’re going to be a great team, Gilly. You already have excellent cop skills and supplement that with some magick and whammo, you are gonna be the next superhero.” 
 
    “Yuck. Fuck. Don’t want to be one of those.” 
 
    “No, you sure don’t.” 
 
    We worked the rest of the morning on the spells and I memorized most of the ones Rufin taught me. My razor sharp brain soaked up new information like a sponge. Who was I kidding? I’m not a witch and none of these spells are going to work worth a sweet goddam when I say them—wand or no wand. 
 
    When Sonny came back with his proposed location for Carter Davison, we took a break, jumped in the truck and went to take a look.  
 
    “How far is it?” asked Rufin. 
 
    “Few miles,” said Sonny. “Out in the hinterlands.” 
 
    I giggled at my husband. Sonny had that unexpected funny side that I adored, however briefly. “Which way, baby?” 
 
    “I figured we’d bury him on the Christmas tree farm tonight. Nobody would be the wiser and he’d make good fertilizer for the Charlie Brown trees.” 
 
    “Sure, sounds like a solid plan to me.” 
 
    “Yep, me too,” said Rufin. “We’ll come back tonight and do the deed. You can guide us, Sonny. It will give you good practice for when we start work for real.” 
 
    “When will that be?” I asked feeling a little tentative about the job in general and my part in particular. 
 
    “As soon as Misty has a job for us,” said Rufin. “She’ll be calling on us soon, I expect. There’s no shortage of work… out there.” 
 
    The vagueness of it all gave me the shivers. 
 
      
 
    For dinner Moonbeam used leftovers from the night before and made hot roast beef sandwiches with a fresh load of mashed potatoes and a heaping bowl of carrots on the side. Delicious. Everything was delicious to me if I didn’t have to cook it myself. Cooking wasn’t bad, if you had time to do it properly, but if you didn’t, food was as close as your cell phone. 
 
    Farrell would eat anything. 
 
    That thought made me cry and I banished thoughts of my one true love from my tired brain. I can’t think of Farrell right now. That grief would have to wait for later until I had time to take a cooler of beer into my room, not shower or get dressed for a week and wallow in self-pity. 
 
      
 
    After dinner we sat on the patio drinking coffee and while waiting for darkness to fall, Rufin said to Moonbeam, “Why don’t you and I go into the kitchen for a few minutes and I’ll see if I can solve the problem you’re having talking to your son.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    We went inside and Rufin sat Moonbeam down at the kitchen table. He raised his wand and chanted. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Grant my plea and do it soon 
 
    When spirit speaks 
 
    Let Moonbeam hear 
 
    Let her converse 
 
    With one she holds dear 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin repeated his spell three times and then zapped Moonbeam with his wand. Blue sparks flew and Rufin nodded his head. “That should do it.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Thank you so much, Rufin. I can’t wait to talk to my son.” 
 
    It was full dark when Rufin and I returned to the patio. “We should get going. Back your truck up into the yard, Gilly, and I’ll dig Carter up.” 
 
    Obediently, I went around to the front of the house to get the truck and Carter’s father was parking in his driveway just up the road. He saw me and waved. 
 
    “Aw, shit.” I waved back and the dad came running over.  
 
    “I’m going to stay at Carter’s place for a couple days while he’s away and do some of the repairs he’s been after me to help with. If you hear from him, will you let me know?” 
 
    “Sure will.” I jumped into my truck, drove around the side of the house and backed up to the fence behind the barn. I hopped out and told Rufin about the dad. “He’s going to stay at Carter’s house for a couple days.” 
 
    “Great. After we move the body. He can stay there forever and it won’t matter to us.” 
 
    “Right.” I lowered the tailgate and spread out a tarp to catch all the dirt Carter was going to bring with him into my truck. Tomorrow I’d take it to the carwash. 
 
    “Check the street, Sonny,” said Rufin, “before I move him out of the dirt.” 
 
    Sonny zoomed down out of the ash tree and circled the street lamp closest to the road. We weren’t quite in the country, but almost. “Nobody on the street. Load him into the truck now.” 
 
    Rufin and I lifted Carter, heavy at the best of times, but even heavier covered in dirt, pebbles, and a few worms. We rolled his rotund body into the load bed of the Gladiator and when he was far enough in, I slammed the tailgate shut.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here and get the rid of the fucker.” 
 
    Rufin chuckled. “Sure. Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Got a shovel?” 
 
    “Nope.” Rufin ran back to the garden shed and picked up a shovel and heaved it into the back of the truck.  
 
    I peeled out of the yard and burned rubber when I hit the pavement. “Ruf, can you remember which way the Christmas trees were?” 
 
    “Where’s Sonny?” 
 
    “Sonny, are you here?” I gave the steering wheel a whack. “Shitballs, he’s not here. We’ll have to find the tree farm without him.” 
 
    I headed east and a little farther down the road a huge sign for the Christmas trees loomed up on the righthand side of the road.  
 
    “Take a left at the next gate.” Rufin pointed. “We found it on our own.” 
 
    “Did you bring your spell for fast digging?” 
 
    Rufin laughed. “I know that one by heart. Once we find a spot where no one will ever look, it won’t take us more than ten minutes.” 
 
    “Chain.” I pointed to the deterrent. “The tree farm is closed for the day.” 
 
    “There might be another way in.” Rufin pointed down the road. “See if you can circle the block and we’ll jump the fence around the other side.” 
 
    “Sure.” Zooming along the county road, I hooked a left and then slowed as I drove along the east side of the farm. 
 
    “There’s a laneway,” said Rufin. “Pull in there.” 
 
    Rufin had a lot better eyesight than I had. The only light we had was from the truck headlights. I pulled into the laneway and stopped at the chain draped across the opening. We were staring at a field filled with rows and rows of little evergreens. 
 
    “I’ll get rid of the chain.” Rufin rambled off a spell he’d heard Misty use many times. 
 
      
 
    Keeper of the gate beware 
 
    I have to pass with cause and care 
 
    Don’t lock me out 
 
    Don’t lock me in 
 
    I have no key 
 
    I have no pin 
 
    Grant me access 
 
    Hear my call 
 
    Lock and chain 
 
    You may now fall 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    The chain dropped into the dirt and I drove over it. “Don’t know how you did that, Ruf, but kudos.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Pick the perfect spot.” 
 
    “In a row of little trees that won’t be harvested for years to come.” 
 
    “Brilliant thinking.” 
 
    Rufin touched the top of one of the little trees. “How about these little guys. They’re about three feet high at the most.” 
 
    “Carter should be only bones by the time they find him in this row.” 
 
    I backed my truck up and left the engine running in case we needed to make a hasty exit. Ruf and I hopped out. He shone his flashlight around and picked a spot he liked between two cute little spruce trees.  
 
    “Carter will like it here.” 
 
    I inhaled a deep breath and remembered having a Christmas tree once far away in the past. Didn’t matter how shoddy that memory was, I still loved the smell of evergreens.  
 
    Ruf pointed his wand at the spot we chose for Carter and he cast his accelerated digging spell. When the hole was ready, we rolled Carter—already caked in dirt—into the fresh new hole. His new forever home. 
 
    Plunk. 
 
    Rufin grabbed the shovel out of the back of the truck and covered Carter up.  
 
    “Won’t the Christmas tree people notice the new earth?” I shook the dirt off the tarp and rolled it up intending to hose it off later at home. 
 
    “They will. I’ve got to make it look the same as when we arrived.” 
 
    “Can you do that?” 
 
    “I hope so.” Rufin stood quietly in thought for a couple of minutes then he pointed his wand and whispered some wise words. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the moon and sun 
 
    Take us back to hour undone 
 
    Before the grass and earth we changed 
 
    Please go back and rearrange 
 
    So mote it be.   
 
      
 
    He spoke the spell three times and waved his wand at the spot. Grass grew instantly and everything was the same as when we’d arrived. A landscaping miracle. 
 
    I shone my flashlight down at the ground and couldn’t believe my eyes. “That was just like…magic.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” Rufin jumped into the truck. “This job is done.” 
 
    “R.I.P., Carter,” I hollered out the window as we drove away. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
     [image: ] 
 
     CHAPTER FOUR 
 
   
 
    Saturday, October 3rd. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    Zak was still in my house three days later and he hadn’t said a word to Sonny about the tractor-trailer he supposedly came to talk about.  
 
    I figured maybe it was up to me to jump-start the truck conversation or at least introduce the topic. If Zak got the truck business out of the way, there would be no reason for him to hang around days longer, would there? 
 
    I placed a platter of sunny-side up eggs on the table and started the ball rolling. “Have you tried talking to Sonny about the truck yet, Zak?” 
 
    “Umm… not yet. I figured I’d need one of y’all for a go-between since neither Moony nor I can hear what he’s saying.” 
 
    Moony? 
 
    “I can hear him now,” said Moonbeam, “thanks to Rufin and it’s the most wonderful feeling knowing my son is not lost to me.” 
 
    “Zak, I’d be happy to help you with the conversation with Sonny.” Rufin finished his juice and winked at me. 
 
    “I know he’s fond of his truck and especially the sleeper cab and he has a lot of money invested—paid up loan now that he’s dead,” said Zak. “But the trailer is special to me with the carnival painted on the side and I’d love to have it if he could see his way clear to part with it.” 
 
    “It does take up a lot of space in the yard.” I sat down and helped myself to an egg and a piece of toast. “But it means a lot to both of us. The final decision would have to be Sonny’s.” 
 
    “I might part with the trailer, but I have to give it some thought,” said Sonny. “Never going to part with my sleeper. Me and Pete are sleeping in there every night under the quilt Mama made me, and we love it. So fuckin cozy.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Zak was anxious for the answer. 
 
    “He’s thinking about selling you the trailer but never the cab,” said Rufin. 
 
    Zak grinned. “That’s all I’m asking for from my boy. Some consideration for his old man.” 
 
    “Twenty K plus what you owe me from the carny, pop,” said Sonny. “Round that down to forty thousand and you got yourself a fuckin great deal.” 
 
    Rufin relayed Sonny’s answer and Zak made a face. “I don’t have that kind of money, son. I figured if you weren’t using the trailer, you might give it to me… like as a gift. We’re family after all.” 
 
    “Who came to your rescue when the carny was going under, pop? Me and my savings from the casino money. That’s who. I want that back now for my wife and my Mama. I have to support my family.” 
 
    Rufin jumped in and relayed the message and Zak became red in the face. 
 
    “You don’t have to support them now that you’re dead, son. That obligation has expired.” 
 
    “Says who? I have responsibilities to my mother and my pregnant wife.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’m not pregnant. Sonny wants me to be, but it isn’t true.” 
 
    Rufin relayed the rest of the conversation and Zak left the table in a huff. 
 
    “I’m going outside for a smoke.” I carried a load of dirty dishes to the sink and exited through the patio doors. I sat down in the shade and lit up one of Sonny’s smokes. “We’ll keep the truck the way it is for now.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe. I can’t get rid of it yet.” Sonny flew up into his favorite tree and was hidden in the leaves. 
 
    Pete laid down next to my legs and I stroked his rough fur. “Did we buy this dog a brush at the pet store?” 
 
    Rufin looked pensive. “Don’t think so.” 
 
    “We need one.” 
 
    “Yep, we’ll get one.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “We have to plant the new garden today.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do. Let’s do that now and give it a good soaking before it gets any hotter.” 
 
    Rufin stared at me for a minute and smiled. 
 
    “What? Have I got egg on my face?” 
 
    “No, but I think your hair is turning pink.” 
 
    “Fuck off, witch-boy.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Gilly. Now that your powers are churning around inside you, changes are happening to your body.” 
 
    “And I’m growing pink hair?” 
 
    Rufin shrugged his broad tanned shoulders. “No idea. Only reporting what I see with my own eyes.” 
 
    “I’m running to look in the mirror.” I charged into the house and before I made it to the bathroom the doorbell rang. 
 
    I detoured to the front door and let Misty and Forest in. “Hi, I’m happy to see y’all.” 
 
    Misty hugged me. “How are you doing, sweetheart? It must be hard for you without Farrell.” 
 
    The mention of Farrell’s name brought tears to my eyes. I wiped them away and blew out a big breath. “I have to face the facts, Misty. I married Sonny. Me. I did that and now he’s my dead husband and he lives here with me.” 
 
    “It will all work out in the end,” Misty drawled. “The Fates have cast your destiny and you can’t change it. How is the training going?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” I said. “Come in. We’re sitting on the patio in the shade. Can I get you a glass of wine?”  
 
    “That would be lovely. Am I interrupting anything?” 
 
    “We were going to plant some flowers but that can wait.” 
 
    “Kitty,” said Forest. 
 
    “That’s Rufin’s new kitty,” I said. “Her name is Raven.” 
 
    “Raven.” Forest stroked her black fur. “I love her.” 
 
    I smiled at Forest. He was adorable. “She is lovely, isn’t she?” 
 
    Pete ran into the room and startled Raven. She jumped, arched her back hissing, and sank her sharp claws into Pete’s nose. The huge dog ran away yelping. 
 
    Forest rolled on the floor in peals of laughter. 
 
    “I guess Pete got taught a little respect there.” 
 
    Misty giggled. 
 
      
 
    On the patio we relaxed with drinks and Misty asked again about the training. 
 
    “We practiced some spells yesterday,” said Rufin, “and Gilly doesn’t have much magickal energy right now because of all the negative things that have been happening to her.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” said Misty. “I’ll clear her negativity before I send y’all on the job I came to tell y’all about.” 
 
    “That would help a lot,” said Rufin. 
 
    “I have an address for y’all to check out. Just do some recon and we’ll have a meeting to see how we’re going to proceed.” 
 
    “Okay, when do you want us to do that?” 
 
    “Tonight if y’all aren’t busy.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have any pressing commitments,” said Rufin. 
 
    “No, we don’t.” I asked, “Should we take Sonny?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I’m going,” said Sonny. “I’m taking Pete too.” 
 
    “Pete can’t go on the bikes, sugar.” 
 
    Sonny chuckled and it was an eerie sound. “Forgot that. He’ll have to sleep in the truck until I get back.” 
 
    “First of all,” said Misty, “let’s work on Gillette’s negativity. Her spells won’t work well if she’s blocking them with bad Karma.” Misty stood up and raised her arms to the blue afternoon sky. 
 
    “What do I have to do?”  
 
    “Nothing at all. You sit right there and I’ll cast a circle around you. We need all the power we can get to cleanse your spirit after the horrors you’ve been through.” 
 
    Misty walked counterclockwise around the patio and cast a brilliant blue circle. She opened a magical door, stepped inside then closed the door and summoned the elements.  
 
    “Hail to the guardians of the East and the elements of air. I summon and call ye forth to guard my circle.” She continued on with the rest of the directions, South, West and North. “Hail and welcome.” 
 
    “Rufin, would you call the deities?” 
 
    “Of course, Misty, I’d be happy to.” Rufin stood up and raised his arms, “Hail, Lord and Lady. I hope you hear me today and you will aid us in our working. Hail and welcome.” 
 
    Once that was done, Misty focused on me and cast the spell to remove negativity in all its devilish forms from my being. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Hear my plea and hear it soon 
 
    Fill Gillette’s mind with thoughts of love 
 
    Peace and calm like white of dove 
 
    Remove all thoughts that make her sad 
 
    Cloud her memory of men so bad 
 
    Fill her head with joyful fun 
 
    Thank you goddess, my spell is done 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Misty pointed her wand at me, gave a flick of her wrist and silver sparks flew all around my head. 
 
    After the spell was complete, Rufin released the god and goddess and Misty took the circle down. The glowing blue light disappeared and the patio returned to normal. 
 
    “I feel much calmer.” I stood up and stretched. “Sleepy even.” 
 
    Could be the beer. I’m not a big believer in magic. 
 
    Misty nodded her head. “You should rest now. Your mission tonight will be taxing.” 
 
    Not needing more encouragement, I headed for my room, flopped down on my bed and passed out. 
 
      
 
    Downtown Austin. 
 
    Rufin revved up his Fat Boy and led the way through the downtown core to the address Misty had given us. We ended up in a derelict warehouse area by the Colorado River, dark and deserted, street lights burnt out and no sign of human activity around. 
 
    “We can’t see the street numbers.”  
 
    Rufin zoomed in close to each building to get a read on where we were compared to the address we were supposed to go to. He waved his arm. “Another couple of blocks.” 
 
    With Sonny on the back of my bike, I followed Ruf. I couldn’t tell if Sonny was still in the bitch seat or if he’d blown off on the way into the city. Either way, it didn’t matter a bit. Tonight was only recon and there wasn’t much for us to do. 
 
    “Found it,” hollered Rufin. “It’s this one.” He parked his bike and waited for me to catch up and park next to him. 
 
    “This place is in total darkness.” I pulled the flashlight off my utility belt and turned it on. “What makes Misty think there are people inside doing bad stuff?” 
 
    “We’re here to find out what’s going on. Let’s be as quiet as we can and see why she sent us here.” 
 
    “Flashlight on or off?” 
 
    “Off.” 
 
    The door creaked as Rufin pushed it open. He reached for my hand hoping no one had heard the noise. He edged forward one small step at a time into the blackness. 
 
    As my eyes became accustomed to the darkness, I whispered, “This place is empty.” 
 
    “No it isn’t,” said Sonny. “There are dozens of people here. You just can’t see them.” 
 
    “I can see dead people. Why can’t I see them?” 
 
    “They aren’t dead,” said Rufin. “There’s an invisibility spell on the whole place. They don’t want us or anybody else to see what’s going on.” 
 
    “Leave me here,” said Sonny. “I’ll finish the recon and come home. We’ll talk it over then.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave Sonny here.” I got a shiver thinking about it. “How will he find his way home?” 
 
    “He knows the way.” Rufin tugged on my hand and hurried me towards the door. 
 
    “Dozens of people might gang up and hurt Sonny.” 
 
    “I don’t think they can hurt him. They’re alive and Sonny is dead.” Rufin straddled his bike and kicked up the stand. “He’ll be safe enough. Stop worrying.” 
 
    I don’t think that’s possible. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    Rufin and I pulled our bikes up to the garage door and Rufin pointed. “Cops next door.” 
 
    “Damn it all, Rufin, I don’t want cops next door to me.” 
 
    Rufin hopped off his Fat Boy and opened the overhead door. We wheeled our bikes inside and set the kickstands. In the dark, we stood at the garage window watching the police milling around at Carter’s house.  
 
    “Two squads.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Carter’s father went to the fuckin cops. Next thing they’ll do is canvas all the neighbors. Standard procedure.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Carter was never in your house. There’s no trace of him on your property.” 
 
    “Still, it’s freaking me out, Ruf.” 
 
    “Look, maybe it’s not about Carter at all. That’s an ambulance pulling up. Paramedics are running into the house.” 
 
    “Did Carter’s father call an ambulance for himself?” 
 
    “Don’t know but they’re coming out with somebody on a stretcher.” 
 
    “Shitballs. I bet the father had a fuckin heart attack because he can’t find his slimeball son.” 
 
    “Can you find out what’s happening over there?” asked Rufin. 
 
    “Sure, if you want me to. I can have Farrell send me the reports to my email and we can read them together.” 
 
    “Do that. We need to know.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I’d feel a lot better knowing exactly what happened.” 
 
    I might run Carter through the system too. There was nothing lily-white about that guy. 
 
    Expecting Moonbeam and Zak to be sleeping, I was startled when both of them were standing in the foyer waiting for us to come in. 
 
    “How did the recon go?” asked Moonbeam. “I have to take notes and send the details to Misty.” 
 
    “You do? Why am I the last to know what the hell is going on in my own house?” 
 
    Rufin ignored me. “Sonny is finishing up. He’ll have more details when he gets here.” 
 
    “Can we do this in the morning, Moonbeam? I’m tired and I’m desperate to get some sleep.” 
 
    “You go ahead dear and I’ll wait up for Sonny. 
 
    “He might be awhile,” said Rufin. “He has work to do.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll wait. I want to make sure he gets home safely.” 
 
    Gillette gave her mother-in-law a hug. “Thanks. I am exhausted.” 
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     CHAPTER FIVE 
 
   
 
    Sunday, October 4th. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    Moonbeam asked for a little meeting at the kitchen table after breakfast was over. She had a notebook and a pen and seemed anxious to take down details of the recon mission.  
 
    I was surprised to hear Moonbeam was an integral part of the team. Am I the only one in the dark? It seems like the world is moving right along without my knowledge or consent. Why do they even need me? I can’t figure it out. I sat at the table listening and not saying a word. 
 
    Sonny was first to speak to his Mama. “The warehouse was full of runaway kids and warlocks trying to turn them into an army of drug slingers.” 
 
    “How many warlocks?” asked Rufin. 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    “How do you know they were warlocks, sugar baby? Where did your warlock knowledge suddenly come from?” 
 
    “I just knew it, okay, Gilly. I don’t know how I knew.” 
 
    “Are the kids being held prisoner?” asked Rufin. “Were they tied up or handcuffed?”  
 
    “Chained. The warlocks give the kids the opiates they work for and after the kids take the drugs, the warlocks chain them up for the night. During the day, the kids sell the drugs they’re given and bring the money back to the warlocks. I recognized the opiates because I used to be a user before Zak got me into rehab. I was in there for a long time.” 
 
    “Are the kids being fed?” asked Moonbeam. 
 
    “Starvation rations from what I saw,” said Sonny. “The kids are starving and being turned into junkies so they follow orders like a little zombie army.” 
 
    “We have to help them,” said Moonbeam. “We’ll have to have an agency in place when the kids are freed from bondage. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes in wonderment as I listened to the people sitting at my kitchen table. What kind of job was this? I want to go back to being a regular cop in the worst way with Farrell as my boss. Back to a job where things made perfect sense and success didn’t depend on who waved their fuckin wand first. 
 
    “Gilly and I will work on the methods we’ll use,” said Rufin. “The warlocks will be hard to take down. They have a spell of invisibility already in place so that tells me there might be other safeguards on the warehouse.” 
 
    “Could be, I guess. I’m not familiar with warlocks or what the hell they use for safeguards. I’m out of my depth here, Ruf.” 
 
    “It’s natural to have doubts, Gillette. That’s why you need more training. We haven’t even scratched the surface on what you need to know.” 
 
    “Then if I’m not ready, why are we starting the job already?” 
 
    “This happened to come to Misty’s attention and she couldn’t ignore it,” said Moonbeam. “An emergency job she called it.” 
 
    I looked straight at Moonbeam Hart and asked her point blank. “How long have you known, Misty LeJeune?” I was filled to overflowing with skepticism over this whole deal. Who were these people? 
 
    “Not long.” 
 
    Rufin was still zeroed in on the warehouse. “We’ll hit them where they are the most vulnerable.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. We need to have a meeting with Misty as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll arrange a meeting,” said Moonbeam. “That’s my job.” 
 
    “I wish I knew what the hell my job was.”  
 
    Rufin flashed a perfect set of teeth at me. 
 
    Is that supposed to be encouragement? 
 
     “Why don’t you do something familiar, Gillette, like getting the reports from Carter’s house from Farrell. I need to read them.” 
 
    “Not more than I do, Buster.” 
 
    Rufin chuckled. “I sense your frustration, Gilly. We’ll work on more training today.” 
 
    “I’m thinking more about smoking, working on my beer drinking, and forgetting all about training to be some kind of a witch bitch. Don’t want to do it. It’s not for me.”  
 
    I retrieved my laptop from the desk in my bedroom and set it up on the dining room table. “I hope my password still works.” A few keystrokes and I was in. “What’s the number next door, Ruf?” 
 
    “Number eleven.” 
 
    “Eleven Hemlock Way. Here it is. Garnet Davison called an ambulance when he experienced chest pains. First response arrived along with an ambulance and Davison was transported to Elgin Hospital where he was subsequently treated for indigestion.”  
 
    Mad as hell, I jumped up out of my chair and hollered, “He gave us all that fuckin stress over heartburn? I should throat punch him and bury him under the Christmas tree next to his scum perv son.” 
 
    Rufin chuckled. “He’s okay and we have nothing to worry about. Relax, Gilly. I’m going to change and we’re going to work on some serious spells we can use against the warlocks. I’ll get my grimoire out of my saddlebag.” 
 
    “While I’m in this data base, I’m running Carter Davison and see what comes up on him. I’m a cop and I could feel what a creeper he was.”  
 
    I sat back and waited and I didn’t have to wait long for the bad news on Carter. “The guy was a child molester and he was suspected of abducting an eight year old girl who was never found.” 
 
    Rufin returned at the end of my rant and I pointed at my screen. “You were right, Gilly. He was one of the bad guys.” 
 
    “Yep, they just couldn’t prove it. We should search his house for evidence.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Sonny. “I’m not busy this morning.” 
 
    “Thanks, sugar boy.” 
 
    I had one hand in the fridge ready to grab a beer when Moonbeam hollered from the living room. “Misty is coming at one o’clock.” 
 
    “Fantastic. Look at the mess in my house. I don’t have time to clean up if I’m doing training all morning.” 
 
    “I’ll tidy up,” said Moonbeam. “That’s what I’m here for, dear. To facilitate you and Rufin.” 
 
    “What about me, Mama?” 
 
    “Of course, you too, sweetheart. I’ll always look after my baby boy.” 
 
    “Get going, Sonny,” I hollered, “before I kick your invisible ass. You have work to do.” 
 
    Sonny took off and left the curtains fluttering in his wake. 
 
    “Let’s take the bikes out this morning and test our spell casting abilities while we’re in motion.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever you say, Ruf.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’ve lost all your enthusiasm.” 
 
    “Pretty much. I don’t see how doing a thankless job rousting people I can’t even fuckin see is going to replace the life I was going to have in this house with Farrell as my perfect life mate.” 
 
    “Let’s work until noon and we’ll take a break before Misty gets here.” 
 
    “Any word on when Zak is leaving?” 
 
    Rufin lowered his voice to a whisper. “I think I heard he’s going back to Jacksonville tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good news. One less person for me to worry about and feed.” 
 
    In the garage, while putting our helmets on Ruf said, “The bikes will be noisy, so try spells you know by heart and see what happens.” 
 
    “The same thing that always happens. Nada.” 
 
    “Come on, Gilly. Lighten up a little.” 
 
    “I know Misty thinks I have some hidden witchiness deep in my genes, but I don’t. I’m a cop and that’s as far as it goes.” 
 
      
 
    East of Elgin. 
 
    Sitting tall and straight on his Harley, Rufin led the way out of the garage and roared down the road into the countryside. 
 
    Sonny was supposed to be working in Carter’s house next door, but he hopped on the back of my bike at the last moment. He was singing a country song in my ear as fields of cows flew by. “Do a spell, Gilly.” 
 
    “Aw shit. I forgot I was supposed to be saying that crap while I rode. I just want to ride my bike and enjoy the road and the wind in my face. No interruptions or useless fuckin spellcasting.” 
 
    “Do one or Ruf won’t be smiling at you no more.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” I told Ruf I memorized all of them but in truth I could only remember one. How did it go again? 
 
    As I sped along, I took the wand out of my pocket and got ready. Then I started mumbling the words I could remember. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of night 
 
    Hide morning light 
 
    Through window pane 
 
    Show me the rain 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    A wind came up out of nowhere. Dark clouds raced across the sky and a crack of thunder overhead made me jump. Rain teamed down in buckets and in minutes I was soaked through to the skin. 
 
    A highway overpass loomed up in the distance and I squeezed the gas heading for shelter. I parked under the bridge to wait it out with Sonny laughing his head off in the bitch seat. 
 
    Rufin was well ahead of me but he soon turned around and sought the cover of the overpass too. He whipped his helmet off and glared at me, and that was the first time I heard him raise his voice. “Did you have to start with a weather spell?” 
 
    “Come on, Ruf. Give it up. You can’t believe that was me.” 
 
    “Of course, it was you, Gillette. “Tell me you didn’t cast a rain spell.” 
 
    “Umm… I did, but I didn’t believe it would work.” 
 
    “Of course, it worked. All you need is practice and a little confidence in yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe. I think I need a lot more than that.” 
 
    Rufin checked his watch. “We’d better get home and have lunch before Misty comes. She may have things she wants us to do for her.” 
 
    “Can you make the rain stop?” Sonny asked Rufin. “I’m feeling soggy.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can feel anything, Sonny, and no, I’m not messing with Gillette’s first well-executed spell. We’ll ride home in the rain and like it.” 
 
    “Or not,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “You did it, baby girl. You made it rain. I’m so fuckin proud of you, I don’t give a flying fuck if I’m soaked.” 
 
    “You’re not wet, sugar, you just wish you were, but thanks anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    When we arrived at home, Carter’s dad was getting out of a cab and paying the driver. He gave us a wave and walked towards us. 
 
    “We saw the ambulance last night,” said Rufin. “Hope it wasn’t anything serious.” 
 
    “Indigestion, but it hurt like hell at the time and I figured I was having an infarction. I called 911 to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Rufin. “That’s the thing to do. Heard any news from Carter?” 
 
    “Not a word, but I did find a couple of travel brochures on his desk, so y’all might be right. He could have gone on vacation with his girlfriend. I’ll be finished the jobs he wanted me to do today and I’m going back home to San Antonio.” 
 
    “Nice meeting you.” Rufin flashed him a big grin. “See you the next time you visit.” 
 
    We put the bikes away and as soon as we got inside the house, I grabbed a beer. 
 
    “How did the training go?” asked Moonbeam. 
 
    “Fantastic, Mama. Gilly made it rain while we zoomed on the Harleys and we got soaked. Coolest thing I ever saw.” 
 
    “Marvelous. Misty will be pleased.” 
 
      
 
    I was almost finished loading the dishwasher with the lunch dishes when Misty and Forest arrived for the meeting. 
 
    “It’s such a lovely drive out here,” said Misty. “I’m enjoying the commute.” 
 
    “We could drive into the city just as easily.” I gave Misty a hug. “It’s cool on the patio in the shade. Would you like wine?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Only one glass. I wouldn’t want to break any laws.” She giggled. “Blaine would freak if I got a DUI.” 
 
    “You live in a houseful of cops.”  
 
    One of them being Farrell. 
 
    That thought made my heart pound while I opened a bottle of Cabernet and poured Misty a glass. “Wine, Moonbeam?” 
 
    “Yes, please dear. Are we ready to begin?” 
 
    “I think so. Ruf, beer for you?” 
 
    “I’ll get it. I’m self-sufficient.” 
 
    I winked at him and he chuckled. 
 
    Rufin filled Misty in on all the details from the recon of the warehouse. “What works best against warlocks? Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Warlocks are into the darker arts,” said Misty. “Most of them have broken an oath or betrayed someone who trusted them. Possibly they killed another in order to get what they wanted.” 
 
    “I don’t know how Sonny knew they were warlocks,” I said. “I asked him and he doesn’t know either.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “I think I’m responsible for that. I cast an open-minded spell on Sonny so he’d see things others wouldn’t. He is your seeing-eye ghost after all. Well done, Sonny.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss.” The leaves rustled in the tree overhead where Sonny liked to lounge. 
 
    “Getting back to my original question,” said Rufin. “What do you suggest using against the seven warlocks in the warehouse?” 
 
    “I have something simmering on the stove at home,” said Misty. “Tonight, I’ll meet y’all near the warehouse and we’ll all go in together and see what we can do. Moonbeam has an agency in place to help the kids if we’re successful in freeing them.” 
 
    “I’ll bring all the ordnance I have, and Ruf will have his handmade wand and an arsenal of scary spells to throw at them.” I winked at him and he grinned back at me. He was over his little snit about the rain. 
 
      
 
    Moonbeam made an early dinner of pork chops, scalloped potatoes, and zucchini. Delicious. She certainly knew how to cook. I couldn’t wait until she produced some of her homemade bread like she made at her house in the Everglades. I wanted that heavenly aroma lingering in my kitchen.  
 
    After dinner, Zak packed up his belongings and bid us all farewell. “I’m unhappy that Sonny hasn’t come to a decision about the trailer, but I’ll wait it out. I expected my son to be more generous to the old fart who paid for his rehab when he was down to his last nickel.” 
 
    I’ll remind Sonny about that little fact. 
 
    “Are we wearing anything special for the warehouse raid?” I asked Ruf as I headed for my room to get ready. 
 
    “What you usually wear when you’re working, Gilly. Your holster and knife sheath and your leathers should do it.” 
 
    “What about body armor? Are these warlocks going to stick us?” 
 
    “They could. We better not take any chances.” 
 
    “Do you have Kevlar?” 
 
    “No, but I shouldn’t need it.” 
 
    “Why would you need it any less than me?” 
 
    Rufin shrugged and didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    Downtown Austin. 
 
    I parked my red Gladiator down the street from the warehouse. Misty’s black Expedition was parked down the block and she was already there waiting for us. She hopped out of her truck all dressed in black wearing knee-high shit kickers. She looked awesome. 
 
    “Ready for this?” She held her wand in a gloved hand, a plastic bag of something else in the other. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said and fell into step behind her. 
 
    She stopped suddenly and pointed at something I couldn’t see. “There’s a ward around the outside of the building.” 
 
    “I see it,” said Ruf. 
 
    I shrugged it off. I peered down where they were looking and couldn’t see dickshit. 
 
    Misty raised her arms and chanted a spell in a low growly voice that scared the bejesus out of me. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the darkest night 
 
    Break the ward and do what’s right 
 
    Let us in to save the kids 
 
    We don’t abide what evil bids 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I stood in the sweltering hot warehouse area by the Colorado River inhaling the stink of a nearby dumpster and longed to be home on my patio drinking a cold one, but I listened to what Misty was saying and tried my best to remember the exact words she used to break the ward—whatever a ward was. 
 
    Rufin made a motion to go in and Misty stopped him. “Give the spell a few minutes to work on the ward. Sonny, you go on in ahead of us and see what we’re up against, sugar.” 
 
    Sonny disappeared through the brick wall and he was back a couple of minutes later. “The kids are chained up for the night and the warlocks watching over them are playing poker and drinking.” 
 
    “Good. They can’t see you, so when we’re coming in, I want you to distract them with some wind. Blow the cards off the table and give them what you’ve got. Make them scramble.” 
 
    “Right, boss. I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Dark magic is hard to take down but I brewed a potion to weaken the warlocks and make them vulnerable.” Misty pulled spray bottles out of the plastic bag she was carrying. “Spray them in the face if you can. When they weaken and hit the floor Gillette can take them out with her blade.” 
 
    “What about my gun? It would be a lot quicker and less messy.” 
 
    “The bullets will slow them down but won’t kill them. You need to slit their throats. Their heads need to be severed to get rid of them for good.” 
 
    “Okey dokey.” 
 
    Severed heads I can relate to. 
 
    The ward retracted and Misty opened the door with no problems.  
 
    As we ran inside, jumping over kids chained up willy-nilly all over the filthy warehouse floor, Sonny spun in circles and created a huge wind funnel. Cards and money lifted off the table and flew everywhere. 
 
    Warlocks yelled and hollered at the sudden disturbance, grabbing for their cards and the flying money. They weren’t paying too much attention to us. It was easy to spray the fuckers in the face with the red stuff Misty had cooked up. It came out of the spray nozzle watery but stuck on their faces thick, like red glue. Did this cool stuff have a name? 
 
    As they flopped one by one onto the floor in a weakened daze, I knelt down and shoved a knee solidly into their chests. I held their heads steady with a firm grip on their stringy hair and with my trusty Seal knife I slit their throats and hacked off their heads. By the time I got to number seven, my arm was aching and the knife was getting dull. I did a bit of a hack job on the last guy.  
 
    “My apologies, buddy.” 
 
    “That’s it.” Misty checked my work and made sure all the heads were detached from the bodies. “We’re done. Rufin will get rid of the corpses and as soon as that job has been completed, we’ll call the police and have them bring help for the children. 
 
    Rufin raised his arms and cast a spell on the corpses. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the dead hear my plea 
 
    Take these corpses away from me 
 
    Send them where they need to be 
 
    Under the earth or the deep blue sea 
 
    Give evil men the rest they need 
 
    According to their act or deed 
 
    Goddess of the dead hear my plea 
 
    And help me set the children free 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin touched each one of the bloody corpses with his wand and they disappeared from sight with a cloudy little poof. When they were all gone, I made an anonymous call to 911 and reported a situation. Children had been found in a warehouse near the Colorado river. They were being held prisoner and needed help. ASAP. 
 
    Misty departed for home, and I drove a block away and parked out of sight. We were in perfect position to watch the squad cars arrive and see the officers enter the warehouse.  
 
    It wasn’t long before several buses drove up to the front door and the uniformed officers loaded the kids in the buses and took them to safety. 
 
    Our first mission had been a success. I had to admit to Rufin on the way home to Elgin that I was more than a little hyped by our team effort. 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll work hard on the spells you need to know, Gilly. I don’t want you caught short in any situation we may encounter.” 
 
    “I’ll try harder, Rufin. I promise. I’m so happy to be back to work.”  
 
    Rufin smiled at me and gave me a fist bump. 
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     CHAPTER SIX 
 
   
 
    Monday, October 5th. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    I slept like a rock after the romp through the warehouse hacking heads off warlocks, and I woke with the tiniest bit of enthusiasm restored and aimed at the new day. 
 
    Delicious smells coming from the other end of the house helped me drag myself out of bed. Yanking a t-shirt over my head, I padded barefoot to the kitchen where Moonbeam and Rufin were drinking coffee and eating toast and jam. 
 
    “Why am I the last one up?” 
 
    “Because you slept the longest?” Ruf laughed at me and I didn’t blame him. I was afraid to look in the mirror. I’d save that horror show for later. 
 
    “I’m sending Sonny back to Carter’s house to finish the search over there this morning. There must be something in his house the police need to see.” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “The guy was a perv.” I flopped down on a kitchen chair and hoped Ruf would take pity on me and jump up and fetch me coffee. “Carter didn’t seem to be the sharpest knife in the drawer the brief time we knew him. He must have made mistakes and there has to be evidence of his mistakes in his house. An eight year old little girl? Come on.” 
 
    Ruf sauntered over to the counter and popped down four more slices of bread. “I wonder what he did for a living?”  
 
    My heart warmed to Rufin as he took a clean mug from the cabinet and filled it with coffee for me. “That detail should be in his police jacket. I can look it up after I pull myself together.” 
 
    Ruf set the coffee in front of me and I blew him an air kiss. “It would be interesting to know Carter’s details. I wonder if he worked with young children?” 
 
    “That would be hideous, Ruf. Don’t even say that. Do we only have strawberry jam? I like raspberry better, or peach in a pinch.” 
 
    “Put it on the list, dear. I’ll go to the market later today.” 
 
    “Thanks, Moonbeam. Are you sad Zak went home?” 
 
    “A little, but he gets tiresome after a while. I think he’s too old for me and too set in his ways.” 
 
    Sonny chirped in from his perch on the ceiling fan. “Mama, you need somebody smarter and more fun than Zak. He’s an old carny guy and he’ll never be anything else.” 
 
    “You could be right, baby boy.” Moonbeam stared up at her almost visible offspring. “I’m so grateful I can see you and hear you now. Thank you, Rufin.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Rufin tapped a yellow pad in front of him. “I made a schedule for us. Part of every day in the coming week will be spent training and learning new skills.” 
 
    “I also have work to do,” said Moonbeam. “Misty sent over recipes she wants me to make and store for future use. We need to have our own store of magickal potions we can use as weapons.” 
 
    “That stuff she made and put in the spray bottles was pure genius,” I said. “Worked like a charm and made our work a whole helluva lot easier.” 
 
    “It was a charm,” said Ruf.  
 
    “What I said.” The toast popped up and I pointed a weak finger in the direction of the toaster. 
 
    Ruf chuckled and said, “Let me get that for you.” 
 
      
 
    After a long hot shower, I emerged looking somewhat human. The blood caked on my leathers was troubling and left me wondering how I’d ever get it off. A question for the wise and wonderful witch-boy. 
 
    “While you were in the shower, Misty called,” said Moonbeam. 
 
    “Is she coming over?” 
 
    “Perhaps, if we need her, but it was a warning call. She found out several of the warlocks from the child-snatching group were miffed that their organization had been toppled and they were coming our way to get even with you.” 
 
    “Me? How do they even know about me?” 
 
    “They have ways.” 
 
    Heat crept up the back of my neck thinking about more little kids being chained up. Some of the ones we had freed had been as young as nine years old. “Yeah, well I have ways too.” 
 
    Rufin jumped in. “I’ll put a protection spell on the property, Gilly. That will keep them out.” 
 
    “I doubt anything will keep them out if they’re pissed at me. We got rid of seven, how many more can there be?” 
 
    “Evil multiplies.” One of Moonbeams wise sayings. She hadn’t been living with me long, but I knew that much about her already—she never hesitated to share her opinion.  
 
    “I’ll get to work on the protection.” Ruf turned to Moonbeam. “How much salt do we have?” 
 
    “Not enough. I need to plant a garden to grow what we need. Castor beans would be ideal. We have no stores of essential goods.” 
 
    “I’m going out to water my new flower bed,” I said, “while you two work out your problems.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be out there alone. I’ll come out and put the spell on and keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly safe in my own yard, Ruf, and if I’m not Pete can watch out for me. Where is he anyway?” 
 
    “He went with Sonny to search Carter’s house,” said Moonbeam. “They should be back soon.” 
 
    Tired of the chatter and needing a smoke, I stomped outside wondering where Rufin kept the garden hose. He was a neat guy and put everything away so well I couldn’t find a damned thing when I wanted it.  
 
    “Where’s the hose, Ruf?” I hollered to him thinking he was on the patio and there he was right behind me, scaring the crap out of me. 
 
    Fuck. Don’t do that. 
 
    “All the garden equipment is in the garden shed.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Somehow I thought it would be hooked up to the outside tap, ready to use.” 
 
    Ruf gave me his frown face—one he rarely used. “You’re in a mood this morning. I had hopes you would have more enthusiasm today.” 
 
    “I do.” I pointed at my chest. “This is me with more enthusiasm.” I grabbed the hose, hefted the coil over my shoulder and went in search of my outside faucet. 
 
    “While you’re hooking up,” said Ruf. “I’ll cast the protection spell. You might want to listen.” 
 
    “I’m listening witch-boy. Both ears. Let ‘er rip.” 
 
    Rufin laughed as he raised his hands to get the spell started. “I can’t cast a serious spell when I’m laughing.” 
 
    “Okay then, let’s have a serious moment and get you in the spell-casting mood.” I flopped the hose coil on the ground, spun around and looked into Rufin’s dark eyes. “You are the only thing in this world keeping me alive at this moment in time. Is that serious enough for you?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.”  
 
    I thought I saw a glimmer of something in his dark brown eyes, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    He raised his arms to the bright Texas sun and spewed out words I’d never heard before. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Hear my plea and hear it soon 
 
    Protect our house 
 
    From all sides 
 
    Evil wash away in tides 
 
    Evil doers stop and wait 
 
    Stop outside our garden gate 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    In his serious voice, Rufin repeated the spell three times, then waved his wand in a circle at all sides of my two beautiful acres. Sparks flew through the air and a blue mist settled about eight feet off the ground—right above our heads. Eerie. 
 
    “That should do it.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Hope so.” I hooked the hose up to the outside tap I’d never noticed before and uncoiled it as I walked across the grass to the new flower bed. Ruf had picked some gorgeous plants. Made me wonder how he knew so much about flora when he wasn’t much older than me. I could learn a lot from him. 
 
      
 
    Eleven Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    Rufin and I strolled over to Carter’s house next door after I’d given the garden a good soaking. Sonny had been in Carter’s house for hours and he must have found something by now. 
 
    I stuck my head in the back door and hollered for my dearly departed. “Sonny, where are you?” 
 
    “In here, Gilly. I’m in Carter’s closet. In the box where he kept souvenirs.” 
 
    “You’re in the box?” I opened the closet door and couldn’t see anything but clothes hanging on the rod. The lingering smell of Carter, the perv, gave me the creeps and my stomach wanted to heave. 
 
    Rufin shoved the clothes on hangers aside and behind a pile of shoes on the floor of the closet was a cardboard box. He knelt down, pushed the shoes out of the way and pulled the box out of the closet. 
 
    Sonny zoomed out of the crack in the top of the box and I jumped. “Yikes. You scared me, sugar.” 
 
    “Sorry, baby girl.” 
 
    “I want to look inside, but I need a pair of gloves,” said Ruf. “I wouldn’t want to mess things up for the cops.” 
 
    “I have latex gloves. Did you forget I’m a cop?” 
 
    Ruf grinned. “Sometimes I do forget that. Run home and get the gloves.” 
 
    “Back in a flash,” and I was. “I brought a pair for both of us. If there’s incriminating stuff in there, I’ll call Farrell and he’ll alert the right people.” 
 
    Rufin gently opened the top of the box and one look inside was all I needed. I called Farrell who was on my speed dial and he answered right away. 
 
    “Gilly, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. This is a police call. The house next to me, number eleven, is owned by a guy named Carter Davison. I checked him out and he’s a creeper. There’s evidence in his house you should see. Might connect to missing little girls. Can you send the right people to check it out? This is an anonymous call. I don’t want to be involved in it at all.” 
 
    “Where’s this Davison guy now?” 
 
    “He’s gone. Been gone for several days and I doubt if he’ll be back. I thought y’all might be able to close some cases if you had the evidence.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe. I’ll send lab people this afternoon and tell them it was an anonymous tip.” 
 
    “Appreciate it. Love you.” Hearing Farrell’s voice made me tear up, but I didn’t cry. It was a first. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    After two hours of intensive spell training in the garage with Rufin, I jumped in my truck and headed to Coulter-Ross, the ranch where Ardal, my best friend in the world, lived. I called him my little brother.  
 
    We lived on the streets of Austin together for a couple of years, homeless and trying to survive until Farrell helped us get a better life.  
 
    Ardal wanted to see my new place and I wanted him to come live with me if he would leave the ranch where he lived and worked. 
 
    Both of us had grown up a lot since our homeless days. I was almost nineteen and an independent woman now, and he was sixteen—almost seventeen, and a gorgeous dark-haired hunk of a kid. Despite the odds, we’d both turned out better than we could have expected. 
 
    During the ride north from the ranch to Elgin, we talked about what he wanted to do with his life. “If you want to go to college, I have money to pay for that,” I told him.  
 
    “I’m not sure about college. I love the ranch and I love working with the horses and the cattle.” 
 
    “But do you have dreams of doing anything different?” 
 
    “Haven’t thought about it too much.” 
 
    “I miss us being together, Ardal.” 
 
    “I miss that too, but we both have better lives now than we did living on the street.” 
 
    “This is my new place.” I pulled into the driveway and parked in front of the garage. 
 
    “Wow, this is a cute house and it looks like you have a little barn.” 
 
    “I do. Come and look around.” 
 
    Ardal seemed to like the house, but he liked the barn better. “Why isn’t there anything in the barn? You could have a horse or two in here.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to look after a horse, and I’m not a good rider.” 
 
    “Took me a while to learn, but I’m a decent rider now. I have my own horse and I take care of her.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? You didn’t tell me that. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Her name. Mirabelle.” 
 
    “Good name. I want you to think about coming to live with me. But only if you want to.” 
 
    He pointed to Moonbeam. “People live here already. Doesn’t look like you have room for me.” 
 
    “Temporary. They aren’t my family and you are.” 
 
    Ardal grinned. “You’re my only family too. I love you, Gilly, forever.” He hugged me and tears trickled down my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, I drove Ardal back to the ranch. When I got back, Ruf and I watched a funny movie on Netflix and when it ended I was headed down the hall to my room when a thunderous noise shook the house. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I hollered and ran back to the living room. 
 
    Rufin peered through a crack in the closed drapes covering the large front window. “The warlocks are here.” 
 
    “How many we talking, bro?” 
 
    “They’re all piling out of one SUV so I’d say six.” 
 
    “You fixed it so they can’t get on the property, right?” 
 
    “Let’s hope the protection holds. They can break my spell if they have something stronger.” 
 
    “Like what could be stronger than your shit?” I tried to see over Rufin’s shoulder but the crack in the curtains wasn’t wide enough. 
 
    “Like the fireball they just tossed onto the roof.” 
 
    “Aw, dammit. Are they trying to burn my house down?” I whipped out my cell and called 911 for the fire department. 
 
    Rufin sped out the patio door at the back of the house so fast, I barely saw him go past me. All I felt was the wind. I ran to catch up wondering what I could do except shoot the fuckers in the nuts.  
 
    Making a U-turn, I ran down the hall and grabbed my Glock and tore outside after Rufin. Couldn’t see him anywhere, until I spotted him on the roof with Sonny. 
 
    How did they get up there? 
 
    Wand in hand, Rufin was shooting the fireballs back at the warlocks as fast as they threw them. A sight to see. More entertaining than Fourth of July fireworks. 
 
    I searched my brain for one of the spells I had learned that might wreak havoc on the warlocks and could only think of one. Ruf said you needed a lot of power to turn humans—or semi-humans—into another life form. 
 
    Shrugging my shoulders, and doubting I could do it, I tried it anyway. What could it hurt? I wasn’t doing anything to help my brave defenders, so I gave it a shot. 
 
    I raised my hands to the full moon and hollered out the spell the best I could remember. 
 
      
 
    Evil doers feast on rats 
 
    I turn you into alley cats 
 
    Yellow eyes and scruffy fur  
 
    Run away so fast you blur 
 
    Return to me and you will die 
 
    Mangy cats with yellow eye 
 
    So mote it be.  
 
      
 
    I hollered out the spell three times and pulled my loaner wand out of my pocket. I waved it around like I’d seen Rufin do and watched to see if the freaking warlocks turned into cats.  
 
    Couldn’t believe it when I heard the meowing and the six felines ran in every direction with the fur standing up on their backs.  
 
    Pete spotted the cats and gave chase. He couldn’t chase all of them, but he did his best, barking and growling and scaring the crap out of them. A good time was had by all. 
 
    The spell worked. This calls for a beer. 
 
    Rufin and Sonny jumped down from the roof and Rufin hugged me. “That was fantastic, Gilly. You used one of your spells and I can’t believe you had the power inside you to do that.” 
 
    “Me neither. I don’t think it was anything but anger. I was super pissed at those assholes and I gave it a shot to help you guys. That’s all it was. A shot in the dark. I’m getting a beer.” 
 
    “I’ll join you. I want to celebrate your successful spell. Wait until I tell Misty. She’s going to be pumped.” 
 
    “She will?” 
 
    Rufin opened the patio door for me and Sonny zoomed in first. “Big burnt patch on the roof, babe. Got to call a roof dude tomorrow to fix it.” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that. Better to get the roof patched than rebuild the whole fuckin house. I thought those assholes might burn it down.” 
 
    “They tried to burn it from the street,” said Ruf, “because they couldn’t cross the property line.” 
 
    “You think the protection spell was working?” 
 
    “Of course, it was. I’m not some wannabee witch hack.” Ruf sounded pissed at me. 
 
    I handed him a beer and hoped that appeased him. “Let’s have a cold one and get some sleep. Turning those warlocks into cats took it out of me.” 
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     CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
   
 
    Tuesday, October 6th. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    I was the last one up again and I didn’t feel the least bit guilty. Dressed in shorts and a tank, Ruf was slouched in a chair on the patio drinking coffee, with most of his gorgeous body on view.  
 
    He was smoking his brains out as he stared off into space and I wondered if all that smoking was a witch thing. I smoked way too much too and in the back of my mind, I thought often about quitting. 
 
    Ruf seemed to be keeping an eagle eye on Moonbeam as she pounded little sticks into my beautiful green grass. I watched her tying string to the sticks. 
 
    Setting my mug of hot caffeine on the patio table I asked what was probably a dumb question. “What’s she doing?” 
 
    “Marking off a plot for your garden.” 
 
    “Oh, for veggies and stuff like that?” 
 
    “Uh huh. And things we need for our magick pantry. Ingredients for the potions.” 
 
    “I can barely cook, let alone stir up a potion.” 
 
    Ruf grinned. “You can learn anything, Gilly. You’re a smart girl.” 
 
    “I’m glad one of us thinks so. Have you seen the warlock cats around here this morning?” 
 
    Ruf grinned and showed me his perfect teeth. “Nope. The only cat I saw was Raven sleeping on my bed. If the other cats show their faces, I think Pete will get rid of them pretty quick.” 
 
    “I don’t want those warlocks lurking around here even in feline form.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll watch for them.” He pointed to Moonbeam. “I’ll remove the sod and dig up the garden if you’re okay with the spot Moonbeam laid out. It’s in the back corner and we still have plenty of lawn left.” 
 
    “Looks okay to me. Will we have tomatoes and zucchini and stuff like that?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Anything you want to plant. We’ll need seeds and manure too. Another trip to the garden center.” 
 
    “You didn’t get the bench yet for my reading corner.” 
 
    “You’d better come with me and pick out the bench you want.” 
 
    “Sure, I can come. I’m up for a road trip.” 
 
    “Have you called the guy to fix the roof yet?” 
 
    “Does it look like I’ve finished my coffee?” 
 
    Ruf chuckled. “Not quite yet.” 
 
    “I’ll have to look somebody up in the Yellow Pages. I don’t know any roofers.” 
 
    Pete barked and took off across the yard growling at a guy coming towards us. The dude gave a little wave and took a step back to avoid Pete’s sharp teeth. Ruf hopped up and ran across the grass to grab Pete by the collar and hold him back. 
 
    I sauntered over, stood beside Ruf and sized the guy up. Not too tall, tanned and a little too good looking. Dark complexion and thick dark hair. He was dirty. A cop thing, but I could tell right away. 
 
    “I’m your neighbor, Jody,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “I live on this side of you.” 
 
    “You’re behind the high hedge?”  
 
    He flashed a smile. “That’s me.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jody. I’m Gillette and this is Rufin.” 
 
    Jody stuck a hand out and shook with Rufin. “I saw those guys throwing fire balls at your house last night. How did you get rid of them? I didn’t see any cops come. No squad cars or sirens.” 
 
    You wouldn’t want cops around, would you, Jody? 
 
     He turned around and pointed. “Their SUV is still parked at the curb. You should have it towed.” 
 
    “You’re observant,” I said. “As it turns out, I didn’t need to call the cops because I am a cop and I took care of it myself.” 
 
    Jody laughed. “Good one. You don’t look like a cop to me.” 
 
    “Texas Ranger. You can call me Ranger Hart.” 
 
    “Hey, little girl, don’t get your back up. I was only teasing you.” 
 
    “Nice of you to drop over, Jody, but I’ve got to get to work. We’re planting a garden today.” 
 
    His gaze flickered over to Moonbeam and he watched her for a second. “In October? Kind of late in the season, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Is it? I’ve never had a garden before so I wouldn’t know about seasons and whatnot.” 
 
    “You plant a garden in the spring and harvest your vegetables in the fall,” said our good-looking neighbor. “That’s how mother nature works.” 
 
    “My mother-in-law is more familiar with mother nature than I am.” 
 
    “Mother-in-law? I guess that means you’re married.” 
 
    “You’re quick, Jody. That’s what it means.” 
 
    “You look too young to be married or to be a cop.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you are too good looking to be so nosy. Go back where you came from, Jody.” 
 
    Rufin grinned. 
 
    “Guess I hit a nerve, Ranger Hart. Maybe I’ll come back for a beer when you’re in a better mood.” 
 
    I shrugged with my hands out, palms up. “It doesn’t get any better than this.”  
 
    “If that’s true, I feel sorry for you, buddy.” He pointed a finger at Rufin. 
 
    “Me?” Rufin grinned. “Why feel sorry for me?” 
 
    “Ain’t you the unlucky bastard married to this little firecracker?” 
 
    “Nope, not me. I’m her bodyguard.” 
 
    “Bodyguard? That’s a line of bull. If she’s a cop why would she need a bodyguard? Tell me another one.” He turned from Rufin back to me. “Where’s the hubby, little girl?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s around somewhere.” 
 
    Jody gave the huge Peterbilt the once over. “This his rig?” 
 
    “Yep. Sure is.” 
 
    “He a carny?” 
 
    “Yep. Sure is.” 
 
    “I used to drive a rig. Maybe I’ll come back and have a beer with your old man.” 
 
    “Not a good idea. Sonny’s not a friendly guy.” I walked away and gave Jody a farewell wave, hoping he’d buzz off home. No such luck. 
 
    “Beautiful paint job on the trailer.” He strolled over close enough to touch the mural on the side of the rig. “That must have cost a fuckin fortune.” 
 
    The air horns blasted and Jody jerked his hand back like it was on fire. “Hey, that’s some security system your old man has. Where is he? I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    “He’s sleeping late today,” I said. “Another day.” 
 
    Jody grinned. “I’ll pop back later. Nice to have new neighbors who are interesting and ain’t old fogies.” 
 
    He ambled along the side of the road heading home and I looked at Rufin for a reaction.  
 
    “He’s going to be trouble.” 
 
    “He’s dirty, Ruf. We’ll find out what he’s into and he won’t give us anymore problems.” 
 
    “You think he’s doing something illegal?” 
 
    “For sure. I might drop over to his house for a beer later and solidify our friendship.” 
 
    “Not alone.” 
 
    “Yep, alone.” 
 
    “You’re not going near that fucker without me,” said Sonny. 
 
    “Nice job on the air horns, sugar.” 
 
    “Thanks, baby girl.” 
 
    I pictured Sonny smiling at me and knowing I’d never see that killer smile again made me suddenly depressed and tired. I was still grieving for Sonny and sometimes the ache inside me was unbearable. 
 
    After the new neighbor excitement died down, I went inside and searched roofers online. After calling several, I finally got one who could come and assess the damage on the roof above us.  
 
    With a refill in my coffee mug, I was about to go back outside when Sonny hollered that the cops were next door at Carter’s house. 
 
    “You go over, sugar, and see what they’re saying. I’m at arms-length from that one.” 
 
    “I’ll check it out, baby girl. Be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    Misty arrived in the early afternoon to assess the roof damage done by the warlocks and after a quick look, we sat with cold drinks on the patio. 
 
    “I’m glad y’all weren’t hurt. How many were there?” 
 
    “I forget. Six or seven.” 
 
    “Six,” said Ruf. “That’s their SUV our front.” 
 
    “Did you run the plate, Gillette?” asked Misty.  
 
    “Never thought of it. I’ll do it right now.” 
 
    “Be nice to know who they are, and if they have a local address,” she said. “If they came from out of town, we might have an entirely different set of problems.” 
 
    “Who they were,” I said. “I turned them into cats. Sorry, it’s all I could think of when they were coming at us. I don’t know many spells by heart.” 
 
    “Cats?” Misty giggled. “Doesn’t matter as long as the spell was successful. You must have a lot of power inside, girl. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Ruf grinned like a proud teacher. 
 
    “Not possible, Misty. It was a lucky shot. I don’t have any power.” 
 
    “I don’t agree. The power is coming from somewhere and if it’s lying dormant inside you, you must be a hereditary witch. Tell me about your mother, your father and your grandmothers on both sides of your family.” 
 
    “I can’t talk about my mother, sorry.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Misty, “how about your grandmother? Is that a safer topic?” 
 
    “Umm…I don’t remember my grandmother. I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    Moonbeam drifted outside with a glass of wine in her hand and joined us. “I think the roofing truck pulled up out front, Gillette.” 
 
    I jumped up in time to avoid more family questions. “Oh, good. I’ll send the dude up on the roof to have a look-see.” 
 
    “When you come back,” said Misty, “I want to finish this talk about your family and your heritage.” 
 
    Damn it. She’s not going to let it go. 
 
      
 
    The roofers came in pairs. One older with a kind face, and one younger and killer good looking. Tall and slim with scruff on his face, his tool belt hanging on a sexy angle on his hips. 
 
    I couldn’t think of a better opening line, so I said, “Some assholes threw fireballs at me last night and my roof caught on fire. Mind having a look?” 
 
    The killer good looking dude broke out laughing. “That true?” 
 
    “Gospel. You drag your sweet ass up there and check it out.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Can’t wait to see your damage.” 
 
    The older guy unhooked a big ladder off the roof of the truck and swung it over to the younger guy. “Take a look, Kyle. See what tools we need or if we need shingles.” 
 
    Kyle scrambled up the ladder like a pro and I hoped for a glimpse of a butt-crack as he bent over at the top. Nothing. He turned and hollered down. “We’re gonna need a skid of dark blue shingles, Pop.” 
 
    Pop hollered back to Kyle, “I’ll go get them while you cut out the damaged ones.” 
 
    “Sounds like you guys have got this covered.” I strolled around behind the house to sit with my guests. 
 
    “Would you like more wine, Misty?”  
 
    “No thanks. I think we need to delve into your family history and get to know your power source so we can develop it to its fullest.” 
 
    “Don’t think I have a power source. Honest.” I picked up my beer and it wasn’t cold anymore. Nothing worse than warm beer. I made a face and drank it anyway. 
 
    Ruf was listening to the conversation and not saying a word although he looked like he was busting to tell Misty something. 
 
    “If you won’t tell me, I’ll check into your heritage on my own.” 
 
    My heritage? I ran away from my heritage, as far and as fast as I could go when I was fourteen. I’m never going back to West Virginia. 
 
    I was pondering what Misty had said about my family powers and chugging down my third beer when Kyle the roof angel swaggered around the corner of the house with an invoice in his hand. 
 
    “We’re all finished, Mrs. Hart. Is that going to be cash or credit card.” 
 
    “Hang on one sec and I’ll get my card for y’all.” I ran inside, found my purse and hoofed it back outside with my wallet. One glance at the total told me these guys were reasonable. I handed over my card, Pop ran it through his portable thingy and Kyle stamped the bill paid. “Thanks so much for coming right away.” I gave Kyle my best smile. “Appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem. You could recommend us to your friends,” said Kyle. “That would help us a lot.” 
 
    “Hell, I’ll even burn a few holes in their roofs if that’ll get y’all more business.” 
 
    Kyle chuckled as he walked to the truck. 
 
    Still smiling, I went back to the patio and Sonny hollered down at me from his tree. “I saw the way you were coming onto that roof dude, Gilly. Don’t forget you’re married to me.” 
 
    “I’ll never forget that fact, Sonny. Nothing can make me do it.” 
 
    Moonbeam laughed and I jotted it down as a rare occasion. 
 
    Misty was giving me the stink-eye and I owed her one, so I relented a little—no it was a lot. 
 
    This is the last thing I want to do. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t know the answers to any of the questions you’re asking me, Misty, so there’s only one thing I can do. And this goes totally against my better judgement, because I’m not on good terms with my family. But if it’s important to you and the new job, I’ll take a quick trip back to West Virginia to see what goods I’ve got. Ruf can come with me.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “Good girl. Your powers won’t fully develop if you keep denying them and that’s the story I’m getting from Rufin.” 
 
    I pointed at him. “You ratted me out, you fuckin Benedict Arnold.” 
 
    “For your own good, Gilly.” Rufin was a little red in the face. “You won’t find your true place in life and find any peace if you don’t come to terms with who you are.” 
 
    “Preach much?” 
 
    Ruf chuckled. 
 
    Misty finished her wine and stood up. “I’ll have a new assignment for y’all when you get back from West Virginia.” 
 
    I gave her a hug because I hadn’t been nice to her and I hadn’t been honest and I regretted it. Forcing me to face my past pissed me off on a whole ‘nuther level. Better for nobody to be too close to me for the next couple of weeks.  
 
    A trip back to my roots wasn’t going to be pretty. Letting all the skeletons out of my closet would be downright messy. 
 
      
 
    Misty left with Forest and I was waving to her on the front step when Carter’s father drove in next door. The police had finished running the house but the yellow tape was still up. 
 
    I tried to duck in my front door, but I wasn’t quick enough and Mister Davison spotted me. Sauntering across the grass between our two properties he didn’t bother saying hello, just jumped in.  
 
    “I can’t believe the terrible stuff the cops are saying about Carter. None of it can be true. I raised that boy properly after his mother died and he would never do the things they are accusing him of.” 
 
    “They must have found evidence,” I said. “The police can’t accuse a person of a crime unless they have proof. That’s the way it works.” 
 
    He nodded his head. “They claim to have irrefutable evidence.” 
 
    “Can’t refute the evidence, Mister Davison.” 
 
    “If the horrible things they’re saying about my son are true, I’m going to toss Carter out of my house and rent it to someone more upstanding.” 
 
    “Good idea. He doesn’t deserve to live here and chances are he won’t. If the charges against him are proven, he won’t need the house. The State of Texas will be feeding and housing him for many years to come.” 
 
    Mister Davison shook his head. “I never raised Carter to be a bad person like they say he is.” A tear trickled from his eye and I felt sorry for him.  
 
    “I doubt it was your fault Carter turned out the way he did. Don’t blame yourself.” I felt someone close to me and it was Ruf.  
 
    Sad and depressed over Carter, Mister Davison left and Ruf steered me inside for a little trip planning. We sat at the kitchen table and he asked, “Are we really going to West Virginia or were you making that up to placate Misty?” 
 
    “Had to happen sooner or later, I guess. I wanted it to be later or closer to never, but if I absolutely have to go, it might as well be sooner.” 
 
    Rufin patted my hand and I felt a little tingle at his touch. “It might not be as bad as you think, Gillette. You’ve been away and things might have changed.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Things don’t change quickly in the mountains.” I inhaled a couple of breaths trying to hold myself together. “If I am going, I’m taking Ardal. He’s my adopted brother and I want him with me for support when I face my crazy, mean family.” 
 
    “We’ll all go to support you in your family crisis, dear,” said Moonbeam. “It’s settled.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes feeling the trip slipping from my control and morphing into a horror show on wheels. 
 
    We might as well take the carnival truck. 
 
    Sonny hung off the ceiling fan in a compromising position and shouted, “I don’t want to go to West Virginia. I just got settled in my new house.” 
 
    “You stay here, Sonny, and take care of the house. I don’t trust Jody next door.” 
 
    “Definitely a fuckin creeper,” said Sonny. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s a creeper but I don’t trust him. He’s got a definite shady side. After dinner, I’ll pop over there and see what he’s up to. I’ll check him out thoroughly.” 
 
    “When are we leaving?” asked Ruf. “I need to pack and buy extra cat food for Raven. 
 
    “Can’t she stay at home with Sonny and Pete?” 
 
    Ruf gave me a look. “How is Sonny going to feed Raven and Pete?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting Sonny has limitations.” 
 
    “I can do anything with my hook that anybody else can do with a hand.” 
 
    “Not referring to your hook, sugar beet. I think Rufin was going more towards you being a ghost.” 
 
    “Fuck that. I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Sure thing. No more talking.” I picked up my cell and answered Ruf’s question. “If I can pick Ardal up at the ranch tonight, we’ll leave in the morning.” 
 
    Ruf nodded. “That gives me time to buy what I need for Raven.” 
 
    I stepped out onto the patio and called my little brother who was now way bigger than me. Almost a foot taller. 
 
    “Hey, Gilly. Are you calling to see if I thought about going to college?” 
 
    “Nope. Something else.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve been thinking about the college thing, and I don’t think I’m ready for college yet. I’m not sure I’m college material.” 
 
    “College is on the back burner for now. We’re going on an emergency road trip. Pack your stuff and let Annie know you’ll be gone for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I have to go to West Virginia and I’m not going without you.” 
 
    “West Virginia? You swore you were never going back there.” 
 
    “I sure did, but Misty wants me to clear some things up in my past so I can be a stronger person. That involves me doing something that goes against every fiber in my body. I have to go home and look my mean mama in the eye.” 
 
    “Shitballs. Everything you told me about your family is scary, Gilly. I’m not sure I can help you much by being there.” 
 
    “Don’t be a chicken-shit, Ardal. We always help each other out.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get ready. What time are you coming to get me?” 
 
    “How about seven?” 
 
    “Sure. Seven is good. I don’t want to miss dinner. Riley is making macaroni and cheese with bacon.” 
 
      
 
    Rufin and Moonbeam were both busy packing in their rooms, so I figured I’d take a stroll over to Jody’s place to see if I could catch him doing something immoral or illegal. He reeked of bad-ass and I was curious to see what made him tick. 
 
    His rancher was similar to mine but reversed. His garage was on the opposite end and his house was painted a pale shade of yellow. 
 
    When he opened his front door, he seemed surprised to see me. “Hey, I didn’t think you’d come over.” 
 
    “You invited me.” 
 
    His cute face widened into a smile as he stepped back and held the door open wider. “Beer or tequila?” 
 
    “Beer is fine.” I glanced around his place and other than the heavy-duty smell of weed the rest seemed okay. “You working or between jobs?” 
 
    “Between, but I have prospects.” He opened the fridge and pulled out two cold ones. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Jody frowned. “You said you were a cop. Now you’re not a cop?” 
 
    “Off duty at the moment.” 
 
    A smile crept across his cute face. “What did you do to get suspended?” 
 
    “Not something I care to talk about.” 
 
    “I bet you don’t want to talk about it.” He chuckled then chugged down half his beer. “It’s probably a great story.” 
 
    “Not as great as you might think.” I sipped my beer and tried to figure Jody Smith out. 
 
    Is Smith his real name? 
 
    “It shouldn’t matter if you’re off work for a while. Doesn’t your old man support you?” 
 
    “Uh huh. He does. In a way.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    I smirked and said, “Can’t say.” I chugged more of my beer down and wondered about the other aroma mixed in with the weed smell. Was he smoking a ton of grass to cover up something else? Damn it. I couldn’t think of what that other smell was. 
 
    “Got a girlfriend, Jody? You’re a hunk. Women must be swarming all over you like ants on a jam jar.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I do okay with women and I’ve got my share of admirers. Nice of you to be concerned.”  
 
    “I’m sure you do okay.” The kitchen was neat and tidy and the floor was clean. Another point for Jody. 
 
    “How come you came over to visit me without your bodyguard? Don’t he go everywhere you go?” 
 
    “Only if I need him.” 
 
    “How do you know I won’t come on strong and you will need him?” 
 
    “I figured you were nicer than that, Jody. You have a nice smile.” 
 
    “Thanks, but so did Ted Bundy. Just say’n.” 
 
    “I married a serial killer.” I tipped up my beer and finished it. 
 
    Jody laughed. “That a novel you’re reading?” 
 
    “Yep. Page turner.” I stood up and smiled at him. “Thanks for the beer. Got to go home and get some stuff done.” 
 
    “Thanks for the visit, Gillette. Hope we have lots more visits and we’re best buds.” 
 
    We will be, Jody. You freak me out. 
 
    He walked me to the door and I could feel his eyes on me as I walked down the road home. 
 
      
 
    Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange. 
 
    At seven o’clock I parked at the gate of Coulter-Ross, the ranch where Ardal lived and worked. He was standing at the gate smoking with his suitcase beside him. 
 
    He tossed his bag in the back and jumped into the shotgun seat with a big smile on his face. “Never been on a road trip before. Is this going to be kind of like a vacay? Never been on one of those either.” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s call this our family vacation.” I waved to Jose in the guard house and backed out the lane to the highway. 
 
    Ardal grinned. “I can picture us having fun all the way there, but things might be different when we actually get to your mother’s house.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s not the travelling part that’s scaring me,” I said. “It’s the fuckin arrival.” 
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     CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
   
 
    Wednesday, October 7th. 
 
      
 
    Nine Hemlock Way. Elgin. 
 
    My alarm was set for six and when the buzzer sounded and jolted me out of a deep sleep, I cursed myself for being so ambitious. “Damn it, Pete. I don’t want to get up and I don’t want to go see my Mama.” 
 
    Pete gave me a friendly growl, got up off his comfy doggy bed and stretched. “I’ll take your bed with us,” I promised him as I scurried into the ensuite.  
 
    I loved having my own private bathroom. Gave me a place of complete privacy when I needed to cry my eyes out over Farrell or scream my lungs out over Sonny. 
 
    Fresh from the shower, I hit the kitchen to make coffee but witch-boy was way ahead of me. Coffee was made and also breakfast tacos were rolled up in waxed paper and lined up on the kitchen table. 
 
    “Did you stay up all night?” 
 
    Rufin chuckled. “Nope. I’ve only been up a few minutes.” 
 
    “Why are you so gung-ho about this trip?” 
 
    “I’m hyped to see where you came from, Gilly. You’re one of a kind and I want to see how that happened. Sue me for caring about you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to sue you, but if you pour me a coffee I may hug you.” 
 
    Ruf poured coffee into one of the waiting traveler cups and I gave him a long hug.  
 
    “What’s that chick magnet scent you’re wearing? You’re definitely a turn-on this morning.” Reluctantly I released him from my grasp and kissed his cheek. 
 
    He chuckled. “Shampoo?” 
 
    I added a splash of cream to my coffee and winked at him. If I didn’t have Ruf I’d be dead in the water and I knew it. The guy had his shit together. 
 
    Ardal wandered into the kitchen looking disoriented and sleepy. He was used to the routine of the ranch and the safe-house. He loved living there and I wasn’t sure he’d be happy changing his life and living with me. 
 
    “Morning, sugar plum.” I hugged him. “Sit down and eat one of the wrapped up thingies Ruf made.” 
 
    “I need coffee.” 
 
    “Coming up.” Rufin filled a mug for him. 
 
    “Why are we leaving so early?” Ardal’s voice was rough in the morning. He smoked too much for a kid. 
 
    “Early starts are fun.” I tried to sound like I meant it. 
 
    “I’m missing Raven already,” said Rufin with a definite sadness in his voice, “but she will be happier staying with Misty and Forest while we’re gone.” 
 
    “She’d hate it in the truck,” I said, “especially packed in the back seat with Pete. They’re not besties.” 
 
    Moonbeam hurried into the kitchen dressed and ready to go, her shiny black hair plaited into a long braid hanging halfway down her back. 
 
    How does she braid her own hair? 
 
    Ruf poured coffee for her and pointed at the tacos he’d made. “Express breakfast. I’m washing the pan and not leaving any mess.” 
 
    The two of them shared the kitchen and the kitchen chores. I rarely did anything in that room except eat and take beer out of the fridge. On rare occasions I’d helped myself to a glass of water. 
 
    “Farrell is going to check the house while we’re gone,” I said. “That makes me feel better with Jody next door. I get the impression he could be a little light fingered, but I do like him. There’s something different about him.” 
 
    “He has some magick in him,” said Ruf. “I felt it when he was over here. Watch out for him.” 
 
    “I hate him.” Sonny offered his unsolicited opinion from atop the ceiling fan. 
 
    “He’s not hate material, sugar. Bad boy, maybe, but not gut-wrenching evil.” 
 
    “Hate him.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Ruf. “Let’s load the truck, Ardal.” 
 
    “All the luggage is by the front door,” said Moonbeam. “I’ll get my purse and my sunglasses.” 
 
    The luggage had to go in the load bed because we had a full house in the cab. Ruf had tossed a plastic tarp in the back to cover our suitcases in case we ran into inclement weather or in case I accidently made it rain. He wasn’t completely over that. The guy held onto things. 
 
    I slid behind the wheel with Ruf in the navigator’s seat. Ardal sat in the back with Pete and Moonbeam and he didn’t seem happy about his assigned seat. 
 
    “You can drive in a while, sugar pop, and I’ll sleep.” 
 
    That made his face brighten a little. “I love this truck, Gilly. Where did you get it?” 
 
    “Sonny and I bought it in Miami.” 
 
    “Miami? I’ve never been to Florida.” 
 
    “I’m from the Everglades,” said Moonbeam.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to go there.” Ardal lowered his window and lit up a smoke. “They say there’s a python problem in the swamp now.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a couple,” said Moonbeam. “We can all go to my house on the way home from West Virginia. It’s not that far out of the way. We’ll visit Sonny’s grave while we’re there.” 
 
    “I don’t want to visit my grave,” hollered Sonny. “Too damned depressing, Mama.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go, Sonny,” I said. 
 
    “Who’s Sonny?” asked Ardal. “Who are you talking to, Gilly?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you all about Sonny next time I’m drunk.” 
 
    “Gillette, don’t talk that way about your husband.” 
 
    “Husband? Gilly, did you get married without telling me?” 
 
    “It happened so fast when I was in Florida I didn’t have time to tell you, Ardal. Sonny’s dead now so I’m a widow.” 
 
    Moonbeam started to cry. “I don’t want Sonny to be dead.” 
 
    “Neither do I, Moon, but there it is. Sonny is deader than dead and we can’t change it.” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure this out,” said Ardal. “What y’all are saying is Sonny is dead but he’s a ghost and he’s here in the truck with us?” 
 
    “Yes, he goes where I go.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in ghosts,” said Ardal, “but I want to hear him talking if y’all can. I feel like I’m missing out.” 
 
    “Fix that, Ruf.” I hooked my thumb over my shoulder at Ardal. “Help him hear Sonny.” 
 
    Ruf swiveled around in his seat and pointed his fancy handmade wand at Ardal. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Grant my plea and do it soon 
 
    When spirit speaks let Ardal hear 
 
    Let him converse when spirit is near 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I watched Ardal in the rearview as Ruf repeated the spell twice more, then zapped Ardal on the head with a cascade of sparks from his wand. 
 
    “There you go,” said Ruf. “Now you and Sonny can chat all you want. Keep in mind, he can be testy.” 
 
    Moonbeam giggled. “He never used to be like that. Such a sweet boy and so good to his Mama. I don’t know what’s gotten into him lately.” 
 
    “I hate being fuckin dead, Mama. Pisses me off.” 
 
    Ardal smiled. “That could be it, Sonny.” 
 
    “I don’t care for your cursing,” said Moonbeam. 
 
    I turned off our road and took the ramp for route two-ninety that would take us all the way to Houston. 
 
      
 
    Country music played on the Austin station as we cruised along the highway with the windows down. Pete had his head out the window closest to Ardal and all seemed right with the world. For a minute. 
 
    “I’m sure your mother will be thrilled to see you, dear.” Chilling words from Moonbeam in the back seat broke the silence and shattered my false sense of calm. 
 
    “No, she won’t be thrilled. I’ve never done a single thing in my whole life that thrilled my mother. My mother hates me.” 
 
    “Mothers don’t hate their daughters,” said Moonbeam with a degree of certainty. “Y’all will patch up your differences and all will be well with the two of you.” 
 
    “I can’t see that happening. You have no idea what kind of family spawned me.” 
 
    “I do,” said Ardal. “You told me all about them.” 
 
    “By the time we get there,” said Rufin, “we’ll have a little plan worked out and it won’t be as bad as you imagine.” 
 
    I giggled out of nervousness. Not because it was funny. “How many miles is it to Shadow Valley, West Virginia?” 
 
    “Let me ask the GPS,” said Ruf. He fiddled with the little screen and pushed some buttons. “Over thirteen hundred miles and it will take us twenty-one hours of drive time plus stops. Two or three days and we’ll be there.” 
 
    “Two or three days jammed up in the fuckin truck,” hollered Sonny. “What the hell?” 
 
    Adal jumped when Sonny hollered in his ear. He wasn’t used to him yet. 
 
    “Go home, Sonny, bunny. You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “I have to go where you go, babe. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I like it either,” I mumbled and only Ruf heard me. 
 
      
 
    Beaumont. Texas. 
 
    I pulled into a rest area for our first break of the day. “Break time for humans, dogs and ghosties,” I said in my fake happy voice, trying to keep it light. 
 
    Ruf found it amusing but he was the only one. “I’ll take Pete to the dog walk area before I hit the men’s room.” 
 
    Moonbeam and I came out of the ladies’ room at the same time and headed for the row of vending machines. I needed a bottle of water and I was intent on feeding my dollar bill into the slot for the second time when Moonbeam hollered, “Let go of that.” 
 
    I spun around to see an old geezer grabbing hold of her purse. Moonbeam had a ‘don’t-fuck-with-me’ look on her face as she wrestled with the guy trying to keep him from taking it. He jerked the purse off her shoulder and broke into a run. The purse snatcher booked it for the parking lot just as Rufin and Pete were returning from the dog walk. 
 
    Rufin saw what was happening and stopped on the spot. He was in the middle of casting a quick spell when I sprinted down the path, across the asphalt and tackled the geezer before he got his car door open. I throat punched the old asshole and he flopped to the ground beside his bashed in Honda. I grabbed Moon’s purse out of his hand and kicked him in the nuts for good measure. 
 
    “Call the police,” hollered a white-haired old lady pointing her cane at me. 
 
    “I am the cops, ma’am.” I flashed my badge at her. No way she would know I wasn’t on active duty. “Ranger Hart at your service, ma’am.” 
 
    “How wonderful, young lady. You did that just like on TV.” 
 
    One member in my fan club. One more than I had a minute ago. I looked for the rest of my crew and they were dawdling towards the truck. “Everybody got their snacks and drinks? Where’s Pete?” 
 
    “I’ve got him,” said Rufin. “We’re ready to roll out. Who’s driving this turn?” 
 
    “I am,” said Ardal. “Can’t wait to drive this truck.” He slid behind the wheel with a smile on his face and I handed him my keys. 
 
    Ruf held onto his shotgun seat and I climbed in the back with Moon and Pete.  
 
    “Thank you for saving my purse, dear. You were stellar.” 
 
    “You are the bomb, Gilly,” said Sonny. “I loved the part where you kicked him in the nuts. Wish I had a replay.” 
 
    “I think I caught that part on my cell,” said Ardal. “I’ll replay it for you when we stop, Sonny.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to see it again. My wife is a fuckin super cop.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “That was a high quality take down, Gilly,” said Ardal. “It was fun seeing you in action.” 
 
    “You were quick,” said Rufin. “Kudos.” 
 
    Too much praise. I’m not worth it. 
 
    “Thanks. I think I’ll sleep until lunch.” I laid my head on the dog, hoping he didn’t have fleas, and closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Lake Charles. Louisiana. 
 
    My eyes opened when the truck stopped and Ardal cut the engine. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Lunch in Lake Charles,” said Rufin. “Cajun food okay for everybody?” 
 
    “Sure. I’m starving.” 
 
    “Wish I could eat,” said Sonny. “I’m never hungry anymore and I can’t even smell food.” 
 
    “Aw,” said Moonbeam. “You always loved the smell of bread baking in our kitchen at home.” 
 
    “Don’t make me feel worse, Mama.” 
 
    Moonbeam teared up when Sonny snapped at her. 
 
    “I’ll walk Pete before we eat,” said Ruf. 
 
    “I’ll come with you and have a quick smoke,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll go in and get us a table.” Moonbeam headed for the door of the restaurant. 
 
    A coordinated team. What a joke. 
 
    “Don’t think I’ve ever had Cajun food.” Ardal walked along beside me and lit up a smoke. 
 
    “Cajun cooking is all I’m used to,” drawled Ruf, “being from N’Orlean.” 
 
    “Is that what your accent is?” asked Ardal. “You sound a lot like Misty.” 
 
    “Same home town,” said Rufin. “We worked together in N’Orlean, and now we’re working together again, along with Gillette.” 
 
    We put Pete in the truck and I gave him a chewy treat to munch on while we were in the restaurant.  
 
    Inside, Moonbeam already had a table for us. 
 
      
 
    Jackson. Mississippi. 
 
    I drove again after lunch and after another hour heading east on the I-10, I took the I-12 past the Big Easy and then turned north at Hammond, heading straight up to Jackson.  
 
    Before we entered the city we stopped at a rest area on the south side of town and we all had a much needed break.  
 
    Even though the air con was on full blast in the truck, with four bodies, a huge dog and a damp ghost, things were heating up. I piled out of the driver’s seat and glanced around the crowded rest area wondering if our purse snatcher had been here. 
 
    “Hang onto your purse, Moonbeam,” I said. “Bad people hang out in these rest areas waiting to pounce on innocent people.” 
 
    Ardal grinned. “I still can’t believe you’re a cop, Gilly. Remember when we used to run from the cops when they chased us out of our good hiding places.” 
 
    “I remember. Now when I’m on patrol at night, I watch out for the homeless kids and try to go easy on them. I know firsthand how tough their life can be.” I took the leash from Ruf’s hand to give him a break. “I’ll take Pete this time.” 
 
    He smiled and headed to the men’s room in the little brick building. 
 
    To get to the path marked for dog walking, Pete and I had to trot through the parking lot where the big rigs were lined up.  
 
    Middle of the afternoon and it was hotter than hell on a Sunday. People weren’t hanging around the doggie area with their canines. Too hot. 
 
    I led Pete into a woodsy area figuring it would be shady and cooler for our walk. Strolling along and talking to Pete I jumped when we came up on a guy taking a piss on the path ahead of us. Maybe he hadn’t seen the restroom sign or maybe he was into fresh-air pissing. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t see you there.” I turned to go back the other way and he was already on me, his fly undone and his shrunken wienie hanging out. 
 
    Trying to fight him off and laughing at the same time, I wasn’t in my best kung-fu mode. Pete tried to help out by clamping his jaws onto wienie guy’s pantleg and dragging his jeans down further. 
 
    I was seeing more than my share and I tried to look away. 
 
    Growling louder than Pete, the guy’s stubby fingers grabbed onto the leather thong fastening the Amulet around my neck. He gave it one helluva jerk and the thong came undone and he had it. 
 
    “Ow, that hurt.” I rubbed my neck and hollered, “Get him, Pete.”  
 
    Bare-assed wienie boy booked it down the path running as fast as he could. He tripped over his pantlegs as he tried to hoist his jeans up as he went.  
 
    Was going commando cooler? 
 
    Pete was miles ahead of me as I puffed up the little grade to catch the thief. I came out of the trees just in time to see the perp jump into a big rig. The engine rumbled to life as I ran towards the truck with my gun in my hand. “Stop or I’ll shoot,” I hollered. 
 
    He didn’t stop and I didn’t shoot. What was the point? My bullet would bounce off the truck and I’d feel like a jerk. He peeled out of the parking lot and headed for the highway. 
 
    Hearing me yelling, my protector, Ruf, was running at top speed towards me. 
 
    “Get the truck started, Ruf. We have to catch him. He stole my Amulet.” 
 
    Ruf ran like the wind and had the truck out of its parking spot and ready to roll by the time I got there with Pete. We piled in and Ruf burned rubber. 
 
    Moonbeam grabbed the holy shit bar with a startled look on her face. “What happened, dear?” 
 
    “That fucker stole my Amulet right off my neck and I have to get it back.” 
 
    Ruf glanced across the console and nodded. “Big red mark on your neck, Gilly. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I should have had the fucker but he was strong and I was laughing because I caught him peeing in the woods and his wienie was hanging out.” 
 
    Ardal laughed until he choked in the back seat. “Wish I’d been there.” 
 
    “Me too. You could have done something to distract the fucker. Pete helped me out a lot.” I grabbed a biscuit from the glove box and handed it over the seat. “Good boy, Pete.” 
 
    He chomped his biscuit and slobbered on Moonbeam’s flowered dress. 
 
    Ruf had the pedal to the metal as we zoomed along in the fast lane trying to catch up to the tractor-trailer. There were several rigs on the road in front of us and I was afraid I’d mix them up. 
 
    “Which one was it, Gilly?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it was the dark blue one with the plumbing stuff painted on the side.” 
 
    Ruf sped up until we were right alongside and I could see the guy above me in the cab. He grinned down and gave me a blast on the air horn. 
 
    “I’m going over there,” hollered Sonny, and he was gone. 
 
    “Aw, shit,” I said. “Give the truck a little room, Ruf. In case Sonny does something crazy and the rig crashes into us.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” said Moonbeam. “I don’t think Sonny would do anything foolish enough to cause an accident.” 
 
    “Keep in mind, Moon, he killed dozens of girls and didn’t think twice.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe my son would kill anyone.” 
 
    “Just say’n, expect the unexpected from your offspring. Sonny has balls bigger than a buffalo.” 
 
    Rufin snorted as he tried to keep up to the big blue rig. 
 
      
 
    Memphis. Tennessee. 
 
    For the next three and a half hours Rufin followed the rig with the pictures of plumbing pipes and parts painted on the side.  It was full dark when we got to Memphis and we were tired and hungry. We hadn’t even stopped for supper for fear of losing the truck and my Amulet. 
 
    Rufin flicked on the blinker and we followed the rig into Randy’s Roadway, a truck stop on the edge of the city. 
 
    “If the guy is going to sleep in his truck,” I said, “he’s probably going to eat first. We can get him between his truck and the restaurant.” 
 
    “Physically accost him, you mean,” said Rufin. “Or I can do something now and we can get the Amulet back and be done with him.” 
 
    “Sure, do it your way, witch-boy. Don’t let my mundane cop ways slow you down.” 
 
    “I’m not saying my way is better, Gilly. But this way might be quicker and less noticeable than firing your gun in a truckstop.” 
 
    We all plodded from the parking lot to where the rigs were parked in long neat rows. We stood beside Ruf while he raised his hands to the crescent moon and chanted out the words of his spell. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun 
 
    And goddess of the moon 
 
    Let the thief sleep 
 
    And not wake soon 
 
    His eyes stay closed 
 
    He does not stir 
 
    He makes no move 
 
    When I open the door 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin repeated the words three times, then tapped the door of the truck with his wand. The door opened of its own accord and it freaked me out a little. Ruf hopped up on the side step, reached across in front of the snoring driver and took the Amulet off the dash of the truck. 
 
    He smiled as he handed it to me and I rewarded him with a hug and a kiss on the mouth. First time for everything and he tasted good. I wanted to hold onto him a lot tighter and give him my tongue, but there were people watching and one of them was Sonny. 
 
    As I climbed into my truck, the Amulet felt warm in my hand. I fastened it around my neck and as soon as it was back in place, it glowed against my skin. 
 
    I let out a little breath realizing how much I had been missing it. I was protected again. 
 
    I can’t let anything happen to this Amulet. 
 
    “You are the man, witch-boy. Let’s find a nice hotel where we can crash and call it a day.” 
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     CHAPTER NINE 
 
   
 
    Thursday, October 8th. 
 
      
 
    Hampton Inn. Memphis. Tennessee. 
 
    The breakfast room was packed with hungry travelers filling their paper plates with free food and filling their cardboard cups with free coffee and juice. 
 
    Moonbeam seemed to know what she was doing as she took over the waffle maker and produced perfect waffles for all of us in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Oh, these are so good,” said Ardal. “Almost as good as the ones Riley makes us at the safe-house.” 
 
    “You live in a safe-house?” asked Rufin. 
 
    “Uh huh. Me and Gilly went there to live when we saw something we weren’t supposed to see and guys tried to terminate us.” 
 
    “And you stayed there?” asked Ruf. 
 
    “Yep. I work there now. A great place to live.” 
 
    After breakfast we checked out of the hotel and were on our way again. 
 
    “How far is it to West Virginia?” Ardal was in the shotgun seat this morning with me at the wheel and Ruf and Moon sat in the back seat with Pete. 
 
    “Use the GPS and the map lady will tell you. You can figure it out.” 
 
    “Should you call and tell your mother we’re coming, dear?” asked Moon from the backseat. 
 
    “She doesn’t have a phone,” I said. 
 
    Moonbeam wasn’t giving up. “Do you have brothers or sisters?” 
 
    “Ardal is my brother.” 
 
    “No biological siblings?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m an only.” 
 
    “The one and only.” Rufin chipped in. I could see him grinning in the rearview. 
 
      
 
    Nashville. Tennessee. 
 
    After only one quick stop for Pete during the morning, we were hungry and grumpy and more than happy to pile out of the truck at the Cracker Barrel just outside of Music City. 
 
    The restaurant was busy, but service was quick and the food delicious. So full from the turkey and dressing Thursday lunch special, I could barely waddle. A quick visit to the ladies’ room, then I browsed around at all the cute stuff I didn’t need in the general store attached to the restaurant. 
 
    “I’m buying fudge,” said Ardal. 
 
    “Aren’t you full of turkey?” 
 
    “Sure I am, but I can’t pass up fudge when it’s right there in front of me. And look at all the kinds they have. I’m buying it now and saving it for later.” He lined up at the cash while Rufin stood at the door trying to round us all up. 
 
    “Come on, we’d better get going,” he said. 
 
    I walked towards him and caught him eyeballing the Hallowe’en display not far from the entrance. A fuzzy stuffed black cat had his attention. 
 
    “Aw, you’re missing Raven.” 
 
    “She sleeps on my bed every night. I do miss her.” 
 
    Rufin strode outside to have a quick smoke on the way to the truck and I sneaked back and bought the fluffy kitty for him. The lady behind the counter put her in a big shopping bag and smiled when she handed it to me. “Enjoy your purchase, dear.” 
 
    It’s not for me. 
 
    Ruf sat behind the wheel waiting for us as we hurried to the truck. I had the kitty bag in my hand and as I opened the back door to climb in I saw a flash of someone I recognized. 
 
    A little squeal escaped my mouth when my brain kicked in and told me who it was I’d just seen. “Ruf, I just saw Jody.” 
 
    “Jody? Like next-door Jody?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. He jumped into a pickup in the side parking lot two seconds ago.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have been him. We’re in Tennessee.” 
 
    “Looked like him to me. Do you think he’s following us?” 
 
    “Why would he? We barely know him.” 
 
    “Okay, my mistake. It was probably some guy who looked like him.” 
 
    “What color was the pickup?” 
 
    “Gray. Silver gray. I never noticed Jody’s vehicle at his house when I paid him a visit.” 
 
    “I’ll watch the rearview and make sure he’s not following us,” said Rufin. 
 
    “Give me a sec. I’m going to sweep my truck before we leave here.” 
 
    “Do you have one of those gadgets?” asked Ardal. 
 
    “It’s in the glove box right in front of you.” 
 
    Ardal flipped the latch and rummaged around. “I’ve got it. Let me do it.” 
 
    “When you find the first one, don’t stop scanning. Lots of guys plant two to cover their asses.” 
 
    Ardal grinned. “That’s cool. Is that stuff cops know?” 
 
    I laughed. “Maybe it is. I only know because Farrell told me.” 
 
    Ardal was back a few minutes later and he had two of the little devils in his hand. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Okay. Somebody wants to know where I am. One person might be Farrell for safety reasons, because he’s always worried about me, but he wouldn’t have planted two for safety reasons.” 
 
    “Does that mean you think there might be another one?” Ardal tried to figure out what I was saying. 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “I’m checking again.” He chuckled. “I love this thing.” 
 
    “When we spot Jody, that fucker from next door, I’m riding with him,” hollered Sonny. “I’ll find out what that asshole is up to.” 
 
    “I didn’t think he was an asshole, but there was something a little off about him.” 
 
    Ardal found the third tag and we were clear. Finding tags on my truck gave me a case of the shivers. Something was going on and I didn’t like the feel of it. 
 
      
 
    Cookeville. Tennessee. 
 
    An hour later, zipping across the I-40, Pete began whining in my ear. We were packed into the back seat like canned sardines and Pete wanted out. 
 
    “Pete needs a run, Ruf. See what you can find.” 
 
    “Sure. I’m looking for a spot now.” 
 
    On the edge of town he spotted a park with a little pond and a play area for the kiddies. He turned off the main road and parked while I fumbled around getting Pete’s leash snapped onto his collar.  
 
    His long tail wagged enthusiastically, as we spilled out of the truck and headed across the green grass towards the pond. 
 
    “This is a lovely little park,” said Moonbeam. Her dark eyes darted around looking for signs of danger. It seemed she was always on watch. 
 
    “I see him,” Sonny was yelling from high in a tree and I couldn’t see where he was or where he was looking. “Gray pickup parked on the road. I’m riding with the asshole. Back later, baby girl.” 
 
    “Aw, damn it, Sonny. What if that’s not next-door Jody? Then what?” 
 
    Ruf laughed, “Then I guess Sonny is making a new friend.” 
 
      
 
    Day’s Inn. Abingdon. Virginia.  
 
    Everyone was sick of riding in the truck and voted to stop, have dinner and call it a day. We were getting close now, and it would be wise to drive through the mountains to Mama’s place tomorrow in the daylight. 
 
    The mountain roads with dozens of switchbacks were treacherous at night. Not that I’d ever driven mountain roads at night, but Daddy always said that when Mama wanted him to go get her more tobacco and he was busy playing his fiddle on the porch with his cousins.  
 
    Once we crossed the line into Virginia, suppressed memories bounced around in my head like free radicals. What was it going to be like when we entered West Virginia? I couldn’t bear to think about it. 
 
    I picked a hotel on the right hand side of the road and took the ramp. “This okay with everybody?” 
 
    “Any bed is a good bed,” said Ardal. “How many miles did we drive today? Seemed like thousands.” 
 
    Ruf chuckled. “We’re all tired. Food and a hot shower and we’ll all get a second wind.” 
 
    “Not me.” I shut the engine off wondering where in the heck Sonny was. “Anybody see a gray pickup in this parking lot?” 
 
    My tribe glanced around as they hoisted their luggage out of the load bed. “Nope,” said Ardal. “Sonny could be riding with Jody or with a stranger to Canada for all we know.” 
 
    “I hope that isn’t true,” said Moonbeam. “I don’t want him to be lost in the frozen north.” 
 
    “He won’t be lost, Moon,” I said. “He’s emotionally bonded to me and he can always find his way back.” 
 
    Ruf had room keys for us by the time we dragged our tired butts into the hotel lobby. “Go on upstairs. I’ll walk Pete while you get his dinner ready and we’ll leave him in the room while we go eat. There’s a Bob Evans next to us.” 
 
    “I’m so tired, I might not bother eating.” I wheeled my case to the elevator and stood next to a woman with two crying kids holding her hands. 
 
    Glad I’m not her. 
 
    On the second floor, Moonbeam entered her room as we entered ours, and she said she’d meet us in the lobby in fifteen minutes. I nodded thinking that was enough time to feed Pete and wash my face. 
 
    Ardal followed me into the room we were sharing with Ruf and Pete. Moonbeam had the luxury of privacy and I had the luxury of two guys and a mammoth dog guarding me and keeping me safe, even though I was positive I could do the job myself. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Ardal and I met Moon in the lobby and Ruf hadn’t come in with Pete. His kibbles were waiting in his bowl in our room but there was no customer. 
 
    “I’m going out to check on Ruf.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you and have a smoke,” said Ardal. The kid smoked too much and I didn’t want to nag him but felt I might have to. It was my duty to big-sister him and piss him off for the sake of his health. Tough love. 
 
    Ardal and I walked across the parking lot to where my Gladiator was parked and there was no sign of Rufin in the whole area. “Where is he?” 
 
    We searched up and down a couple of rows to make sure and nope—Ruf and Pete were not in the parking lot. He usually walked the dog around the fence at the edge of any property we were staying at and he always picked up Pete’s droppings in a poo bag. 
 
    “Well, we can’t go to dinner until Ruf comes back and puts Pete in our room.” I tried to sound matter of fact but my voice quavered a bit knowing in my gut something fucked-up had happened to Ruf. 
 
    Ruf, where the hell are you? 
 
    Moonbeam wandered out to find us. “What’s taking Rufin so long?” 
 
    “He’s gone, Moon. Vanished.” 
 
    She let out a long breath. 
 
    “Call Sonny, dear. He’ll have to come back and search for Rufin. He can see in the dark much better than we can.” 
 
    In a soft voice I petitioned my dead spouse to return to the Day’s Inn parking lot. “Sonny, if you can hear me, come to me right now. Emergency. I need you.” 
 
    A howling wind came out of the east and swirled dirt and garbage high into the air around us. A meteor-like sphere shot through the black sky and descended into the load bed of the Gladiator.  
 
    “What, Gilly? I’m busy watching the fake neighbor.” 
 
    “He’s not a fake. He is our neighbor.” 
 
    “Nope. I’m thinking he’s a look-alike.” 
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “Why did you call me?” 
 
    “We can’t find Rufin.” 
 
    “You called me for that? He’ll come back. He can take care of himself.” 
 
    “Pete is with him and they’re both gone.” 
 
    “My dog is missing? Why didn’t you say that first?” Sonny soared out of the truck bed and did several counterclockwise circles in the air above us. “Why didn’t you say Pete was lost?” he yelled down at me. “Wait here, babe. I’ll go find them.” 
 
    “He cares more about Pete than he does about Rufin,” said Ardal. 
 
    “I should have let him have a dog when he was little,” lamented Moonbeam. “I was concerned the gators would eat it and Sonny would be sad.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would make him sad,” said Ardal. “He gets a new puppy and then bam no head.” 
 
    Moonbeam didn’t smile at Ardal’s puppy joke. He turned to me and said, “No use standing out here in the parking lot, Gilly. Let’s wait in our room.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go inside,” said Moonbeam. “Sonny will come and tell us as soon as he knows anything.” 
 
    “How can Ruf be gone?” I asked anybody who was listening as we walked towards the hotel entrance. “He’s a strong witch. Extremely strong. Somebody or something would have to be stronger and have more powers to take him and I don’t see that happening.” 
 
    As soon as we got back to our room, I called Misty and told her Ruf had gone AWOL. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Gillette. Ruf is strong. You don’t need to worry about him.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Misty.” I ended the call and didn’t feel one bit better. I was worried—crazy worried. Ruf wouldn’t go off without telling me. And where could he go with a big, slobbering dog like Pete? 
 
    While we waited for Sonny to come back, I sat on the bed in my clothes and turned on the TV to keep from going nuts. 
 
    Flicking through the channels, the screen suddenly went cloudy dark and Sonny came zooming out of the TV. I didn’t mean to but he startled me so bad I screamed. “Holy shit, Sonny, did you have to come in that way?” 
 
    Sonny circled overhead not saying a word. 
 
    “I almost pissed myself,” said Ardal who had jumped to his feet. “It might have been better when I couldn’t see you or hear you, Sonny.” 
 
    “Did you find Ruf and Pete?” 
 
    “I found Pete. He was running loose about a mile from here.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “I told him to wait in the back of the truck. Couldn’t get him into the hotel.” 
 
    “I’ll run down and get him,” said Ardal. 
 
    “Was Pete near anyplace where Ruf might have gone?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Never saw him or the freaky fake neighbor guy.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that’s not Jody.” 
 
    “Because it’s not him.” 
 
    “Misty said not to worry about Rufin.” 
 
    Ardal returned from the parking lot with Pete and fed him his kibbles. As he watched Pete eat, Ardal said, “We didn’t have any dinner yet, Gilly.” 
 
    “I forgot we didn’t eat. Take some money from my purse and go round us up a pizza. I have to stay here and think.” 
 
    Ardal took twenty bucks out of my wallet and he was gone again. I tried to come up with a plan but Pete crunched his kibbles so loud, I couldn’t concentrate. 
 
    “What should we do, Moon?” 
 
    “Misty said not to worry. Perhaps she knows more about the situation than we do.” 
 
    “How could she? She’s in Austin and we’re here in Virginia.” Every couple of minutes I checked my cell to see if Ruf was texting me. Nothing. 
 
    It was after nine when Ardal came back with the Hawaiian pizza. I took one bite of a slice and my cell rang. 
 
    “Ranger Hart.” I answered out of habit. 
 
    “Hey, Ranger Hart, this is Jody.” He chuckled and I recognized his giddy little laugh. It was my neighbor all right, at least he sounded like the real Jody. “I have your bodyguard.” 
 
    “Why? Why do you want him and why are you following us?” 
 
    “So many questions. One answer. You have something I need.” 
 
    “What could you possibly need of mine?” 
 
    “The Amulet. I want it.” 
 
    “My Amulet? Well, Jody, you can’t have it. It was a gift from a friend.” 
 
    “Exactly why I have to have it. Madam LeJeune gave it to you.” 
 
    He knows Misty? 
 
    “Here’s the deal, Gillette. You give me the Amulet and I give you your bodyguard.” 
 
    “Where are you, Jody?” 
 
    He laughed. “You expect me to tell you that? Funny girl.” 
 
    “Let me talk to Rufin.” 
 
    “I’m sending you his picture right now. Watch for it on your screen. Here it comes.” 
 
    A picture flashed onto my cell screen and I screamed when I saw the condition Rufin was in. “What have you done to him?” Tears flooded from my eyes and blurred the image in front of me. I was grateful I could no longer see Rufin’s battered face with the cuts, bruises and dried blood caked all around his mouth. It took more than Jody, my neighbor, to do that to Rufin. 
 
    More people are involved.  
 
    Ardal moved closer and peered into my phone with a piece of pizza hanging out of his mouth. “Jeeze, Gilly, we’ve got to find him. What a fuckin mess he’s in.” 
 
    “Let me see.” Sonny pushed in front of me and his damp ectoplasm brushing against my bare arms gave me the shivers. “First mistake neighbor-fucker,” Sonny was yelling at full volume. “I’m coming to get you.” 
 
    Sonny dove into my phone and was gone. The screen light went out and my phone died. Soaking wet. Saturated. 
 
    “Come on, Sonny. Do I look like I have a bowl of rice handy?” 
 
    Still chewing on pizza crust, Ardal pointed at my neck. 
 
    “What? Do I have pizza on me?” 
 
    “Your necklace is doing something spooky.” 
 
    I ran into the ensuite so I could see what Ardal was talking about and the Amulet was glowing in different colors. As I peered at it in the big mirror over the vanity words began writing themselves on the glass. 
 
    Good Knight Motel. 
 
    “Ardal, look at this. Good Knight Motel. We have to go.” 
 
    “Be careful, dears,” said Moonbeam. “I’ll take Pete into my room for tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks, Moon. BRB.” 
 
      
 
    Good Knight Motel. Abingdon. Virginia. 
 
    Ardal and I ran for the truck. I jumped behind the wheel and he programmed the name of the motel into the GPS. We sailed down the road at top speed until the map woman hollered at us.  
 
    “Make a U-turn as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Fuck you, map maven,” I hollered. My nerves were a bit frazzled. My truck tires screeched as I pulled a donut in the middle of the highway and booked it back in the opposite direction.  
 
    Ardal watched the GPS and at the same time he watched both sides of the road for the motel. Finally, he pointed. “There it is on your left. Good Knight Motel.” 
 
    “What room?” 
 
    “Look for the gray pickup.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Gray pickup. I forgot.” 
 
    “Calm down, Gilly. You can handle this. We’ve been through a lot worse together.” He spotted the truck and pointed. “Third from the end.” 
 
    So much adrenaline was pumping through my veins, I was barely coherent as I slammed on the brakes and parked next to Jody’s truck. After seeing Ruf’s picture on my cell I wanted to kill Jody, the fucked-up neighbor. 
 
    We jumped out of the truck and ran. As we approached the door that was sure to be locked, I tried to think of an entry spell that Ruf had made me memorize. Nothing came to mind so I shouted out the first thing that came into my fried brain. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Let me into this goddammed room. 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Miraculously, the door flew open and I ran straight in with my gun in my hand. 
 
    Jody changed expressions in a hurry.  
 
    Surprise. Fear. None of the above. 
 
    I tossed my gun on his bed and went with the tried and true. The weapon I knew the best and the one that gave me my name. A razor blade. 
 
    One swipe and I cut Jody’s throat from ear to ear. He was one puddle of blood on the dirty motel carpet, his dark eyes staring up at the stained ceiling. 
 
    I untied Ruf who should have been able to untie himself. I couldn’t understand how Jody got the best of Rufin Pictou. Shouldn’t have happened unless Jody boy got the first spell in on my witch-boy. 
 
    “Come on, Ruf. We have to get you out of here.” 
 
    “You took long enough getting here.” 
 
    “Shut up, Sonny.” 
 
    Ardal dragged Ruf to the truck and flopped him across the back seat. 
 
    Feeling bad about the blood in the motel room, I used Ruf’s cleanup spell, modified it slightly and got rid of Jody’s unsightly corpse. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the dead hear my plea 
 
    Take Jody’s corpse away from me 
 
    Send him where he needs to be 
 
    Under the earth or the deep blue sea 
 
    Give evil men the rest they need 
 
    According to their act or deed 
 
    Goddess of the dead hear my plea 
 
    And help me set Rufin free 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I rambled off the words three times, pointed my loaner wand at Jody and bingo. He was goners. 
 
    I grabbed my gun off the bed, shoved it into my waistband and taking a couple of extra seconds, I scooped Jody’s wallet off the table and took it with me. 
 
    Who was he and what did he want? Why did he want my Amulet? 
 
    As I drove back to our hotel, Ardal checked the ID in Jody’s wallet. “Jody Smith, seven Hemlock Way, Elgin, Texas.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
      
 
    Day’s Inn. Abingdon. Virginia. 
 
    It took Ardal and I both to get Rufin from the truck across the hotel lobby and into the elevator. It was late and no other guests were around. The only one watching us was the night desk clerk. She gave us the stink-eye but we ignored her and kept going. 
 
    The elevator dinged when we reached our floor and thankfully our room wasn’t a furlong away from the elevator. 
 
    “Straight into the bathroom,” I said. “I’ll toss him in a hot bath and get all the blood off him at one time. Dig a clean pair of boxers out of his case for me, sugar.” 
 
    I undressed Ruf while the water ran in the tub and he was coming around a little and trying to open his eyes. Not easy when they were swollen almost shut. 
 
    As I pulled the last item of clothing off him he was struck with a mild attack of modesty. Stark naked in front of me, he mumbled, “Gilly, don’t.” 
 
    “Shh…don’t worry about your package feeling the breeze, sugar. It’s way too late for that worry.” 
 
    His face was so swollen and distorted, I couldn’t tell if he was smiling or not as I admired his goddess-given gifts for a moment too long.  
 
    Ardal returned with the clean boxers. He tossed them on the vanity and it took both of us to get Ruf into the tub. He was a big guy. Six feet tall and build like a brick shithouse. He weighed a fuckin ton and he’d weigh more soaking wet. 
 
    After a good twenty minutes, soaking and scrubbing the dried blood off his face and arms and out of his long dark hair, we helped him out of the tub. I dried him off and got his clean gitch on him one leg at a time. 
 
    “Only a few steps and you can flop down on the bed, sugar.” 
 
    He nodded and with Ardal and I both supporting him, we made it. 
 
    “Okay, team, that’s it. Lights out for us.” 
 
    “I’m beat,” said Ardal. “I’ll make sure the chain is on and we’re locked in for the night.” 
 
    “Copy that, partner.” 
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     CHAPTER TEN 
 
   
 
    Friday, October 9th. 
 
      
 
    Day’s Inn. Abingdon. Virginia. 
 
    Rufin moaned a couple of times in the night. I switched places with Ardal and slept beside Ruf so I could help him if he needed me. But he didn’t. He seemed to sleep soundly most of the time. 
 
    I had no way of telling if Jody had drugged him or what kind of debilitating spell Jody had wrought on my witch-boy. It wouldn’t have been easy to nab Ruf while he was walking Pete and I was interested in finding out the details of how Jody managed it. 
 
    Jody wasn’t alone. 
 
    I hopped out of bed, grabbed a quick shower and got dressed. Ardal and Ruf were still asleep as I headed down to the breakfast room to round up coffee for all three of us. 
 
    I blinked twice when I caught a glimpse of Moonbeam at the waffle maker producing a perfect waffle for a little girl holding her empty plate up. 
 
    “Morning, Moon. You beat me down here.” 
 
    “I’ll come to your room in a minute. I want to hear how the evening went.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Interesting. I’m taking coffee up for now. I’m not sure how long we’ll have to wait for Ruf to get out of bed.” 
 
    “I can help with that. I’ll be right up.” 
 
    I filled three cardboard containers with coffee, added cream and put the cups in a carrying tray.  
 
    Back in my room taking my first sip and Moon was at the door with a tray of pastries in her hand. “Start with these while I get my kit from my room. I have a few things with me that might help Rufin.” 
 
    “Great. We don’t have any medical supplies in the truck. I’m definitely stopping at the first Walgreens we come to this morning.” 
 
    “Do I smell coffee?” Ardal raised his head, his dark hair sticking out in all directions. 
 
    He made me laugh for a second. My mood was anything but happy. Ruf was wrecked and I had to have a reunion with my mother both on the same day—a day sure to be straight from the bowels of hell. 
 
    Ardal shuffled over to the table where I was sitting and took the lid off one of the cups to let the coffee cool. “I could use coffee. It feels like I hardly slept.” 
 
    “We didn’t. By the time we got Ruf cleaned up and got to sleep the night was half gone.” 
 
    Moonbeam returned with Pete and her little medicine bag. She stared at the patient for a couple of minutes and decided to wait until he was awake before working her magic on him. 
 
    “Did you take Pete out for a walk?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” said Moonbeam, “but he was whining.” 
 
    “I’ll take him,” I said. “Come on, Sonny. Let’s get some fresh air.” 
 
    Pete and I ran twice around the perimeter of the hotel property and by the time we got back to the room, Ruf was sitting up and Moonbeam was applying salve to his most damaged areas and saying words over him. 
 
    “Is that a spell, Moon?” 
 
    “It’s a charm, dear. A charm to help Rufin heal.” 
 
    “I wish I knew a healing spell to speed him up.” 
 
    “If you called Misty, I’m sure she would put a healing spell on Rufin for you. She wants him to be strong for what y’all are coming up against.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks, pivoted around and stood with my mouth open for a second. “Do you know what we’ll be coming up against? It sounds like you have information that I don’t.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know but I had the feeling Jody wasn’t acting alone.” 
 
    “Why are you saying that now? You’re scaring me, Moonbeam.” 
 
    “Think about it, dear. Weren’t you asking yourself how Rufin could have been overpowered by Jody?” 
 
    “Yes, I was.” 
 
    “What if Jody had people helping him take Rufin?” 
 
    “Makes sense but it also means those people want the Amulet.” My hand went to the necklace around my neck and it warmed under my touch. “You’re right, Moon. I’m calling Misty for a healing spell for Ruf. We’re too vulnerable without him.” 
 
    Because of Sonny, my cell phone was dead and I had to use Rufin’s. Misty answered right away. 
 
    “Gillette, how can I help y’all?” 
 
    I explained about Ruf and she said she was happy to heal him. She’d work the spell right away and by end of day he should be feeling better. I ended the call feeling slightly more confident. 
 
    “Where’s Ardal?” 
 
    “He went to eat before the free breakfast was over,” said Moonbeam. 
 
    “I’ll go eat with him and bring something back for Ruf.” I sat on the side of the bed and pushed his long dark locks away from his swollen face. “What do you feel like eating, sugar pop?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Juice? Eggs? Coffee?” 
 
    A mumble came out of his mouth and I thought the words resembled coffee and Advil. 
 
    “You got it. Coming right up.” 
 
    He tried to smile but couldn’t manage it. 
 
      
 
    We were dangerously close to violating the hotel check out time when we were finally packed and ready to leave. It had taken a while for Ruf to find his legs and be able to stand long enough to take a step. A long, painful journey for him, but we finally made it to the elevator and then across the lobby and out the front entrance to the truck. 
 
    Ardal had loaded the luggage and brought the truck right up to the front portico so we could help Ruf into the back seat. Pete licked Rufin’s arm as he slid in. 
 
    Once he was stowed away and sitting upright, I gave him a smile of encouragement. The smell of Moonbeam’s homemade concoction permeated the air in the cab of the truck, but I didn’t care about the acrid medicinal odor if it was helping Rufin heal. I hadn’t realized how attached I was to Ruf until I almost lost him. I had come to depend heavily on him. 
 
    As I pulled out of the Day’s Inn parking lot, I tuned in a country station and we headed for West Virginia. 
 
      
 
    Beckley. West Virginia. 
 
    Rufin was already looking better as we stopped for lunch in Beckley. Some of the swelling around his mouth had gone down and he was able to mumble a few words we could understand. 
 
    Sitting at the table in the Steak and Shake, I pointed to a picture on the shiny plastic menu. “Drink a milkshake, sugar. A straw is what you need and at least you’ll be getting some nutrition.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Chocolate or Strawberry?” 
 
    “Vanilla.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “You don’t strike me as a vanilla type of guy.” 
 
    He almost smiled. 
 
    “How far is it to your Mama’s house from here?” asked Ardal. “We’re in West Virginia. Are we getting close?” 
 
    “Too close for me, sugar. I’m getting more nervous by the minute.” 
 
    “She’ll be glad you came home,” said Moonbeam. “What mother wouldn’t be glad to see her daughter after…” She gave me a questioning look. 
 
    “Five years.” 
 
    “After five years.” 
 
    Mine wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    Webster Springs. West Virginia. 
 
    I drove after lunch as we headed into the mountains and as we came closer and closer to where I’d grown up—almost grown up—I ran away when I was fourteen—the sicker my stomach felt. 
 
    “Hey gang, I think I might lose my lunch. I’m putting into port at the next rest area.” 
 
    I had to hang on for another five miles, but I made it and parked the truck. Ardal walked Pete first, then Ardal and I helped Ruf to the men’s room. 
 
    When I finally got my turn in the ladies’ room, I heaved my burger and fries and felt better for it. I washed my face with cold water and patted it dry with scratchy brown paper towels. My face had no color and I hadn’t had any time for makeup—not even lip gloss. My hair stuck out in all directions and trying to fix it with my fingers didn’t work. 
 
    Staring at my scary reflection in the wall-to-wall mirror, I noticed a tall blonde girl standing back near the hand driers watching me. 
 
    Figuring I was in her way or something, I headed outside to round up my family. 
 
    With a new supply of snacks in hand—Lay’s chips, Hershey bars, Doritos, bottles of water and cans of Coke from the vending machines, I drove out of the parking area and there she was again. She was standing next to a little red car, possibly a Ford, the driver’s door open, staring at me again. 
 
    What’s her problem? 
 
      
 
    Shadow Valley. West Virginia. 
 
    I drove into my old home town and slowed down for a closer look. 
 
    “Does it look the same?” asked Ardal. 
 
    “Nope. Five years makes a big difference. Everything has changed. Most of the stores I remember shopping in are boarded up or gone. Shadow Valley looks like a ghost town.” 
 
    “Is your Mama’s house far from here?” asked Moonbeam. 
 
    “About five miles or a bit more up the mountain. I’m not sure I can make it the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Sure you can, Gillette. You’re a tough girl and you can do anything you set your mind to.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Ardal. “Look how far you’ve come since leaving home.” 
 
    I had made progress getting my life together but none of it would have happened without Farrell’s help. He was my savior and the love of my life—I just couldn’t have him…ever. We could never be a couple because of Sonny. 
 
    You can’t always get what you want…so said Mick and the Stones. 
 
    Humming along to the song in my head, I pretended everything was going to turn out okay for us. I leaned over and touched Ruf’s face. “You okay, sugar?” 
 
    He nodded but his eyelids drooped and he clearly needed more sleep. 
 
    “Does your Mama have room for us?” asked Moon. “Should we get a room here in town first before we visit her?” She pointed to a little one-storey stucco motel with a dozen rooms. 
 
    The motel looked different since the last time I’d seen it. The Bensons owned it before I ran away and I had a crazy wild crush on their son, Benny. 
 
    “We should definitely get ourselves a couple of rooms. I might be coming back here in a big hurry after I have the meet and greet with Mama.” 
 
    “Do you think your Mama is going to like me?” asked Sonny. “I’m her new son-in-law.” 
 
    “She’ll love you, Sonny bunny. Lucky you.” 
 
    I turned the wheel and pointed my truck into the motel parking lot, stopping at the office with the big ‘vacancy’ sign in the window. 
 
    The whole town was one big vacancy. 
 
    Moon and I went inside and Mrs. Benson didn’t recognize me, so I was spared having to answer embarrassing questions like ‘where have you been for the past five years?’ 
 
    Instead, Mrs. Benson smiled pleasantly, took my credit card and gave me a room key. “You have room eight, dear.” Then she checked Moonbeam in and gave her room ten. 
 
    We unloaded our bags from the back of the truck, freshened up and I hesitated to leave the sanctuary of my new room. 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to visit my mother today,” I said. “We should put it off and go tomorrow when Ruf is feeling better.” 
 
    Ruf shook his head and I knew he wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll go now and get it over with.” 
 
    We piled into the truck and struck off up Shadow Mountain on the last leg of our journey. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. West Virginia. 
 
    Holding my breath, I turned off the main road and drove for a mile past the little mountain shacks I was familiar with. A few were nicer than others, but nearly all were weathered wooden houses, unpainted and uncivilized—reflecting the occupants inside. 
 
    I was one of them—born and raised. 
 
    At the end of the road I drove into the last house and parked behind Daddy’s black van with the tinted windows. The one he used to run shine up and down the mountain. 
 
    Porky and Alice raised a big ruckus as they jumped off the porch and ran to see who was parking in their yard. I figured they wouldn’t know me, but wrong again. They jumped all over me and I hugged the two hounds that were my only friends in this house. 
 
    Daddy was on the porch smoking his pipe and he didn’t bother getting up to see who was paying him a visit. He was a lot bigger than I remembered him being that last day—the last time he laid a lickin on my backside. I was fourteen years old and too big for a whipping, but the sting of the willow branch stayed with me. 
 
    I walked towards the porch and gave Daddy a little wave. “Hey, Daddy. I’m home.” 
 
    “Clover, is that you? Come closer. You grew up so much I didn’t know who the hell it was getting out of that red truck.” 
 
    “It’s me, Daddy. I came for a visit. Is Mama home?” 
 
    “Course she’s home. Where else would she be?” 
 
    The screen door squeaked open and my worst fears were met. My mean Mama stood large as life right in front of me. She smiled at me and I noticed she’d lost one of her teeth.  
 
    Not too much taller than me, she was stick-thin with a razor sharp nose and flashing black eyes. She grabbed me into a hug that I didn’t expect and almost crushed the breath out of me. 
 
    “Took you long enough to get home, Clover Thornheart.” She let me go and glanced up at Moonbeam and Ardal who were right behind me. She gave them one of her stares that looked right into your soul. “Who are these people?” 
 
    “This is my adopted brother, Ardal. And this lady is my mother-in-law, Moonbeam Hart.” 
 
    “Mother-in-law?” Mama’s shrill voice went up an octave. “Does that mean you caught yourself a husband?” 
 
    “It does, Mama, but sadly he died. He’s here with me but only in spirit.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Sonny Hart.” 
 
    She glanced over my head and said, “Who’s the guy in the truck?” 
 
    “That’s my…friend, Rufin. He’s hurt and needs to lie down. We got a motel room at Bensons’. He can sleep there.” 
 
    “That’s bullcrap, Clover Thornheart. You can stay here where you belong.” 
 
    “You don’t have room for us, Mama. We just came for a visit.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later. Y’all come in here and have some sweet tea.” 
 
    “I have to get Ruf out of the truck. Ardal, will you help me?” 
 
    “Sure.” He whispered as we moved out of earshot, “Your mother seems happy to see you.” 
 
    “She’s not too bad so far, and I’m a little surprised she’s being so nice to me. I don’t trust her. She’ll light into me and it won’t be pretty.” 
 
    Ardal opened the truck door and Pete wasted no time jumping over Rufin and making his escape. Growling and barking, he ran straight for Alice and Porky. “Don’t hurt my dogs, Petey,” I hollered. “I doubt if he’s listening.” 
 
    With my arm around Ruf’s waist and Ardal supporting him on the other side, we got him as far as the porch steps. 
 
    “What happened to you, fella?” asked Daddy. 
 
    “Warlock and his friends beat me up,” Ruf’s mumble combined with his Louisiana drawl made him hard to understand. 
 
    That was the first clue I had to what had happened to him. He hadn’t mentioned a word before that. 
 
    “Warlocks are bastards,” said my Daddy. 
 
    “You know some warlocks, Daddy?” 
 
    “There are a couple in Shadow Valley and you gotta watch out for them. They’re sneaky and they always want something that ain’t theirs.” 
 
    “Same,” I said. “The ones who beat Rufin up and snatched him want my Amulet.” 
 
    “You best talk to your Mama. She can help y’all out.” 
 
    “I thought Mama would be mad at me when I came home, that’s why it took me so long to get here.” 
 
    “She cried her eyes out for five fuckin years, little girl. Feeling bad she was for how the two of you never got along.” 
 
    “None of us got along. Ever. You used to whip my butt, Daddy, and I was too big for whippin. That’s why I ran away.” 
 
    Daddy smiled a crooked smile. “The whippins must’ve done some good, Clover. Look how good you turned out. Now you’re back all growed up. Maybe we can start fresh.” He turned his attention to Ardal. “This young fella looks strong. I could use a hand at the still in the morning.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about making shine, sir, but I can help you with manual labor. I work on a ranch and I’m used to hard work.” 
 
    Daddy smiled and I was grateful he had a few teeth left in his head. “Sit that fella down before y’all drop him. I’ll get him a shot of my shine that’ll work wonders on him.” 
 
    Daddy went inside and came back with a mason jar of shine for Ruf. “Here you go, son. This is gonna help you sleep through your pain.” 
 
    Ruf shook his head in protest. “I’m good with sweet tea, sir,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Like hell you are. Look at the fuckin mess you’re in, son. Sweet tea ain’t gonna take the pain of that kind of hurt away. You and Clover getting it on?” 
 
    “Umm…no sir. Nothing like that. I’m her bodyguard.” 
 
    “I’m her husband,” hollered Sonny from somewhere above us. I glanced up and saw a shimmering cloud of mist in the porch rafters. This wasn’t one of Sonny’s more solid days. 
 
    “Who’s that I hear yelling at me?” Daddy swiveled his head around but he didn’t look up. 
 
    “That’s my dead husband, Daddy. We were only married for a couple of minutes before he died.” 
 
    “Guess he didn’t go to his final rest when they put him in his grave.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “That could be a problem your Mama might be able to help with. She’s laid a few angry spirits to rest in her time.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that one. 
 
    Sitting next to Ruf on the porch, I held his hand while he sipped shine from the mason jar Daddy had given him. Mama appeared a couple minutes later with glasses of sweet tea for the rest of us. 
 
    “Play that song I love, Daddy.” 
 
    He picked up his fiddle and played Silver-haired Daddy of Mine. An oldie but a goodie. Tears came to my eyes as I could hear my cousin Frank singing the lyrics in my head. “Wish Frankie was here to sing the words.” 
 
    “I’ll call them over later. They’ll be sure happy to see you’re back home, Clover.” 
 
    “Mrs. Benson at the motel didn’t recognize me,” I said. “Have I changed that much?” 
 
    Mama glowered at me and that was the face I recognized. “You cut your long black hair, Clover. You think having your hair stick up all over like a rat’s nest is becoming you, girl?” 
 
    “Just a style, Mama. I can change it back.” 
 
    “You better get on that, girl. People might see you.” She stared at the Amulet around my neck. “I heard you telling Cade warlocks were after your necklace. That true or one of your stories you like to make up?” 
 
    “True, Mama. They beat up Rufin and tried to trade him for the Amulet.” 
 
    “How many did it take to nab this big guy?” 
 
    Rufin held up four fingers. 
 
    “I killed one of them, Mama. That means there are three left.” 
 
    Mama shook her head and her black hair crackled. “That ain’t what it means, girl. Means three plus a gutload more backing them up. Fuckin cowards, they are and always a bunch of them hanging together. They follow you here?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “If they want your necklace, they’ll be along. We’ll have to get ready.” 
 
    “How will we get ready?” 
 
    “You leave that to me.” 
 
    “Do I have any powers, Mama? My friend, Misty, thinks I have hereditary powers. What do you know about that?” 
 
    “Plenty. Powers are passed down. Some generations are stronger than others. Depends on the genes on both sides. Me and Cade are both powerhouses of energy and well respected on this mountain, so you should be a dynamite witch—if you knew what you were doing.” The way she looked at me told me I didn’t have a clue what I was doing and she was probably correct. 
 
    “Okay, so I might have powers. Rufin has been training me.” 
 
    “He a witch?” 
 
    I nodded my head, wishing my hair would grow. Rufin said it was starting to come in pink but it wasn’t growing too quickly. Not fast enough to suit Mama. 
 
    “Who was the friend who gave you the Amulet?” asked Mama. “If a pack of worthless warlocks are after it, it must be valuable.” 
 
    “Misty gave it to me. She’s my mentor.” 
 
    Mama made a face. “Don’t know that name. What’s her family name?” 
 
    “What’s her family name?” asked Daddy. 
 
    “LeJeune…Mystere LeJeune.” 
 
    Mama’s hand went to her heart. “By the goddess, you’re wearing an Amulet gifted to you by the Great One from New Orleans?” 
 
    I touched the Amulet and it felt warm against my skin. “Yes, I’m wearing it.” 
 
    “You need protection, girl. I need to talk to this beat up guy next to you and find out what kind of spells those warlocks were throwing at him.” 
 
    “I’ll change places with you, Mama. Ruf can’t talk too plainly. His face is swollen.” I shot a quick glance at his mason jar and the shine was half gone. Rufin would pass out soon. “We should get back to the motel. He needs to rest.” 
 
    Mama closed in on Rufin and asked him a million questions. They whispered to each other in low voices and I couldn’t hear what they were saying. My stomach started growling. It was past dinner time and our prospects of food at this house were slim. 
 
    Ardal and Daddy were deep in a conversation about making shine and Moonbeam had dozed off in her chair. I was the only one with no one to talk to. I stood up, stretched, and went for a walk with the dogs exploring our little piece of the mountain. 
 
    Tramping along in the woods behind our house, I jumped a foot in the air when Sonny spoke to me. 
 
    “Your family is weird, Clover.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that, Sonny. That’s not my name anymore.” 
 
    “I think it’s a sweet name. I love you and I love your name.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sonny. I love you too. Have you seen any sign of the warlocks following us?” 
 
    “Nope, and I’ve been watching for the fuckers too. Easy to spot them. They all look like the fake neighbor.” 
 
    “Are you saying they all look like Jody? Like clones?” 
 
    “I told you the one who had Rufin wasn’t the neighbor Jody, but you didn’t listen.” 
 
    “Looked like him.” 
 
    “Wasn’t him.” 
 
    “How many more look like Jody?” 
 
    “Hard to say.” 
 
    Sonny and I came back from our walk with the dogs and a plan had been made in our absence. Apparently I wasn’t needed for anything and that suited me fine. 
 
    “Y’all come back in the morning for breakfast,” said Mama. “We’ll have a day testing your strengths and weaknesses, Clover. Maybe you can be rendered useful before the warlocks find you and try again for the Amulet.” 
 
    “I’d like to be considered useful…at least in some circles, Mama. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Wish y’all could stay here, but we don’t have room for four.” 
 
    I knew that.  
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley.  
 
    “We’re not sleeping until I put a ward around this whole motel,” said Rufin. “Once I put the spell on, Sonny, I want you on the roof as a lookout.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll watch out for the fuckin fake Jodys. No way I’m letting them get to Clover or my Mama while they’re sleeping in their beds.” 
 
    Obviously feeling no pain after consuming a full mason jar of shine, Rufin stomped around the outside of the motel pissed he didn’t have any salt or castor beans to sprinkle around the exterior walls before he cast the spell. 
 
    Moonbeam watched him and sensed his distress. “I don’t have anything suitable with me. I wish I did, dear.” 
 
    “Never mind, Moon. We’ll do the best we can. Improvisation is the key to great witchery. My Mama always said that.” 
 
    Moonbeam smiled at him. 
 
    A little wobbly on his legs, I stood beside Rufin in front of the motel supporting him while he did his working. 
 
    Smelling a lot like Daddy’s still, Rufin raised his arms in the air and focused on the moon. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Keep us safe from now ‘til June 
 
    Doers of evil 
 
    Creatures of the night 
 
    Stay away from our motel 
 
    Run away in fright 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    After repeating the spell three times, Rufin tapped door number eight and door number ten with his wand before going inside. He nodded his head and seemed satisfied we were safe. 
 
    Tired from an exhausting day, we were all soon asleep. I cuddled up next to Ruf in case he needed me during the night. More and more I was drawn to Rufin and I had to wonder if I was falling for him. No way I could let my feelings show in front of Sonny. That would result in a shit show I wanted no part of. 
 
      
 
    How long I’d been asleep was anybody’s guess. Sonny flew into the room and the ceiling light flashed on, shining in our eyes from overhead and causing temporary blindness. 
 
    “What, Sonny?” I jumped out of bed and ran to the window. 
 
    “They can’t get in, babe.” Sonny chuckled. “And they are pissed out of their trees about it.” 
 
    “How many are out there?” 
 
    “Four fake Jodys and one Barbie doll.” 
 
    “Is that the girl from the rest area?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Didn’t notice.” 
 
    Peeking through the curtains on the front window I saw a blond girl standing next to her car and I tried to get a good look at her. “I think it is the same girl. Are they going to wait outside all night until we come out?” 
 
    Rufin moaned and I lowered my voice. “I don’t want to wake him up. He needs to sleep to heal.” 
 
    “What should I do, Clover?” asked Sonny. 
 
    “Nothing you can do, sugar, except keep watch. Mama might help us out in the morning, but she’s too far away to do anything right now.” 
 
    “I’ll go get her in the morning if you haven’t taken care of the problem by then, babe.” 
 
    “Me? What can I do?” 
 
    “According to your Mama, you are one walking powerhouse, little girl. Why don’t you try something and see if it works? What can it hurt?” 
 
    “I can’t remember all the spells Rufin taught me in the garage.” 
 
    “Look up one in his big book. That’s what he does.” 
 
    As quietly as possible, I unzipped Ruf’s suitcase and carefully removed his grimoire from its protective leather case. The initials R.I.P. were branded right into the leather. Rufin Ivan Pictou. 
 
    The leather felt warm in my hands as I laid the book on the table and began turning the parchment pages. 
 
    Do I have a spell book of my own? One that belongs to the Thornheart family? I’ll ask Mama when she’s in a good mood. 
 
    That might be a long wait. 
 
    Reading the headings at the top of each page, I paused when I reached a spell entitled Evil Doers Must Pay. 
 
    Good enough. If it was a potent enough spell for Rufin and the powerful Pictou’s, it was potent enough for me. Lugging the heavy grimoire with me, I moved to the window. I pointed my secondhand wand at the warlocks in the parking lot and chanted the spell in a low scary voice I’d heard Misty use.  
 
      
 
    Evil doers you must pay 
 
    Working evil your last day 
 
    Steal from others for your gain 
 
    I cast on you a spell of pain 
 
    I hex your spine and make you lame 
 
    Warlocks are losers of this game 
 
    You cannot walk, you cannot run 
 
    I hex you now ‘til setting sun 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I repeated the spell three times, then tapped the window with the wand. Sparks bounced off the glass and startled me a little. Did I make those sparks? Did the sparks mean the spell was working? 
 
    “Sonny, how will I know if it’s working?” 
 
    Sonny was laughing. “The fuckers are falling down, babe, and they can’t get up. I think it worked great. You are so fuckin awesome, my little Clover.” 
 
    “Thanks, sugar. What about the girl? Can you see her? Did she fall down too?” 
 
    “Don’t see blondie. Maybe she ran away.” 
 
    “Go out and keep watch, sugar boy. I’m sleeping until daylight at least.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to watch them crawling around the parking lot. This is better than the carnival.” 
 
    Didn’t think I’d ever hear you say those words, Sonny Hart. 
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     CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
   
 
    Saturday, October 10th. 
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley.  
 
    I was the first one up in our room and I peered through the crack in the drapes to see if the wonky warlocks had left the property. Not a vehicle in sight except my own truck.  
 
    The sun shone brightly and the day was clear. Maybe it wouldn’t be a horrible day after all. My Mama was glad to see me and that was a breakthrough. All this time I thought she hated me. Daddy said she cried while I was gone and I didn’t think Mama cried over anything. 
 
    I let out the breath I was holding and walked to the office to see if there was a coffee machine. I wasn’t expecting a free breakfast from the Bensons. They were known around town as being tight to the dollar. I heard Daddy say that. Most of the citizens of Shadow Valley were his customers and he knew things about all of them. We were going to Mama’s house for breakfast anyway. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat when I walked into the office and saw Benny Benson standing there, six feet tall and all grown up behind the counter. Five years older and five times better looking than when we were both fourteen. He was adorable then, but holy hell, look at him now. 
 
    GQ material—if he had nicer clothes—but where would he get designer duds in Shadow Valley? Not at the feed store or the local co-op. 
 
    He grinned and cocked his head to one side. “Clover, is that really you? People in town said you were home and they told me you were staying right here in my motel. I couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    I smiled at him. Couldn’t help myself. “I don’t think your mama recognized me, Benny.” 
 
    “I just go by Ben now, but you can call me Benny. We were always besties. I never forgot you, Clover. All this time, you were always my girlfriend in my head.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, Benny.” I glanced around for coffee. 
 
    “What do you need, Clover?” 
 
    “Coffee?” My face felt a little hot in Benny’s presence. 
 
    “Sure, we always have coffee on for the guests. How many cups do you want. Mama said you had two rooms and four people? Is that right?” 
 
    “Right. My Mama wanted us to stay with her but she doesn’t have room for four of us.” 
 
    “Mama said one guy with you was hurt?” 
 
    I smiled. Mrs. Benson was observant and she was a busybody. I’m glad she didn’t recognize me right off. “My friend, Rufin, is hurt. He’ll be a little better today, I’m hoping.” 
 
    “Who are the other people with you?” Benny was into details, just like his mother. 
 
    “The lady who has her own room is my mother-in-law, Mrs. Hart.” 
 
    Benny’s brown eyes widened. “You can’t be married, Clover.” 
 
    “I was for a couple of minutes, but my husband died. I’m a widow, Benny.” 
 
    “Jupiter, that’s like…I don’t know what.” He was smiling so I didn’t think he was too sad for my loss. 
 
    He leaned on the counter and whispered, “What happened to your husband? Did he have a disease or something?” He made a face. 
 
    “Lead poisoning. He was shot.” 
 
    Benny’s mouth hung open for a moment, then he snapped it shut. “I’ll get the coffee.” He came back with the containers in a tray with little packets of sugar and disgusting powdered creamer that I truly hated. 
 
    “Thanks for the coffee. It’s nice to see you, Benny. You’re looking fantastic.” 
 
    He beamed me the movie star smile and the dreary office seemed to light up. “Can we get together…I mean have some private time while you’re here…maybe dinner alone?” 
 
    “Sure we can. I’d love to have dinner and catch up on everything I’ve missed. I’m sure you have tons to tell me.” 
 
    “Not much happens here in Shadow Valley. You were out in the world for five long years—they seemed long to me—and I can’t wait to hear your stories.” 
 
    “I have a few good ones.” 
 
    “Cell number?” he asked. 
 
    “Umm…my phone was recently ruined in a dampness incident, but you can have my friend, Rufin’s number.” I gave it to him and he punched it into his phone. “I’ll buy a new phone sometime today if I get a chance. I hate not having my own.” 
 
    “Y’all having a big get at your place now that you’re home? I figured Cade might be getting his band together to celebrate his only daughter coming back to him. I’d like to come if y’all are having one.” 
 
    “Daddy hasn’t mentioned it, but I can see it happening, Benny. Nothing Daddy likes better than partying. I’ll let you know and of course, you’re welcome to come and join in.” 
 
    “Me and my friends are big customers for the Thornheart shine.” He grinned. “Nothing like it.” 
 
    “Good for a headache the next day.” I wondered about Ruf’s shine headache as I picked up the coffee tray and turned to leave. 
 
    Benny came galloping around the end of the counter and opened the door for me. “Can’t believe you’re home, Clover. Best day of my life. It has to be. I’ll text you.” 
 
    I hurried back to room eight thinking I’d just bought myself another whole wagonload of trouble. Benny Benson liked me a lot and that was going to piss Sonny off big time. Nuts. 
 
    Ardal let me into our room and he was pleased to see coffee in my hand. “Hey, thanks, Gilly. I can use a coffee.” He checked the time on his cell. “What time is breakfast at your Mama’s house? I have to help your Daddy this morning at the still and I’m kind of looking forward to seeing how that process works.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Interesting stuff.” I helped Daddy in the still every day since I was old enough to walk and I hated it. The smell of the mash was always on my skin and in my hair, and I could never get it off. 
 
    Daddy said it was my place to help him because he had no sons to carry on the Thornheart moonshine legend. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed and pushed Ruf’s long hair out of his eyes. “I brought you coffee. Do you have a shine headache?” 
 
    Ruf could barely open his eyes. He nodded. “Killer headache. Any Advil?” 
 
    “I’ll get you some.”  
 
    After Rufin was fixed up—pillows propped up behind him and happily sipping hot coffee—I slipped next door and delivered Moonbeam’s coffee to her. “As soon as everyone is dressed, we’ll drive up the mountain for breakfast.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready, dear. I’m halfway there already.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    By the time we reached my old homestead on the mountainside, Rufin was decidedly improved physically. He opened the door of the truck and stepped out all on his own. 
 
    I smiled watching him trudge across the hard-packed dirt that subbed for our front lawn and up the three steps onto the sagging porch. 
 
    Our house was an old, weathered shack of a house like many others on the mountain. Now that I was back home, I didn’t think of it with embarrassment any longer. This was my home and these two difficult, ornery mountain people were my parents. At least I had parents. Ardal didn’t. I felt bad for him and was determined to let him share mine—such as they were—moonshiner and a witch. 
 
    Breakfast in the kitchen was fun. We were starving and Mama had made stacks of flapjacks, a pan of sausages, a big pot of grits and pans of biscuits right out of the oven in the old woodstove she cooked on. Nothing smelled better or tasted better than Mama’s biscuits. 
 
    Rufin and Ardal both had big appetites, and Rufin seemed to have his back. He complimented Mama time and again on her cooking and she warmed up to him. 
 
    “Thank you, young man. I believe you’re doing better today.” 
 
    “I am,” said Ruf. “Misty sent a healing spell from Texas, and it’s making a huge difference.” 
 
    “I’m sure if the Great One sent you her healing power it won’t take long before you’re back to good health.” 
 
    I cleaned up my plate before mentioning the warlocks coming to the motel, and then I eased into it. “Last night, four more warlocks came to the Benson Motel, Mama, along with a blonde girl.”  
 
    Mama sucked in a breath. “Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “You don’t have a phone. I held them off with a spell from Rufin’s grimoire.” 
 
    “Are they dead?” Rufin sounded hopeful. 
 
    “She crippled them,” hollered Sonny. He was sitting right on top of the woodstove, his ectoplasm glowing a shade of rosy red. 
 
    “Don’t sit there, Sonny. You’re turning red, sugar.” 
 
    “What spell did you use, daughter?” asked Mama. 
 
    “Evil men must pay.” I took another warm biscuit and spread strawberry jam on it. 
 
    Rufin nodded. “A good one. Why didn’t you wake me up, Gilly?” 
 
    “That was the point of me handling it, Ruf. I didn’t want to wake you up. I wanted you to sleep and heal.” 
 
    “Nice work, girl. You did well.” 
 
    “Fuckin amazing,” hollered Sonny. “That’s what she is.” 
 
    Mama smiled. “Your husband seems fond of you, Clover.” 
 
    “He loves me, Mama.” 
 
    Moonbeam nodded. 
 
      
 
    Thornheart Still. Shadow Mountain. 
 
    After breakfast, Ardal tagged along with Cade Thornheart and the three dogs, Porky, Alice and Pete, and they followed him a long way up the mountain to the family still, well hidden in the trees. 
 
    “I’ve made a few improvements up here.” Cade pointed to a small green shack. “I have an outhouse now in case I get caught short.” 
 
    Ardal nodded. He could smell how handy the outhouse had become.  
 
    Cade pushed open the door of the shack that housed the workings of the still and lit a lantern to give them a hint of visibility. Clover’s Daddy pointed at a torn old sofa with some of the stuffing hanging out. “I can sleep right there while I’m waiting for a batch. Sometimes I have to add ingredients on a timer.” 
 
    “Is there a secret family recipe?” 
 
    Cade grinned. “You betcha.” 
 
    Ardal looked things over, concentrating on the details, trying to figure out the process in his head. “This is a neat set up. Want to explain to me how it works?” 
 
    Cade seemed elated to have an audience and he rambled on all morning giving Ardal the lowdown on making moonshine the tried and true mountain way. 
 
      
 
    While Daddy and Ardal were at the still, Mama and Rufin talked about what I knew already and mostly about what I didn’t know. From listening to their conversation and understanding very little of what they were talking about, I was convinced I knew next to nothing. 
 
    Between the two of them and along with a few suggestions from Moonbeam who was listening in, they decided how they would bring me up to speed in the shortest possible time. 
 
    Mama totally shocked me when she took a kitchen chair, dragged it over to the tall step back cupboard that had been in our kitchen since I was born, climbed up and from the top shelf she lifted down a heavy leather book.  
 
    She placed it on our old worn kitchen table and said, “This is the Thornheart Book of Shadows. It will be passed on to Clover and then on down to her child—the one with the greatest power. It came from Cade’s grandma who was a powerful witch in these parts.” 
 
    “Why did I not know this?” I asked. “I’ve never seen that book before, Mama.” 
 
    “By the age of fourteen you displayed no signs of any magickal power, Clover. I can’t say that Cade and I weren’t sorely disappointed. We watched you every day hoping for signs and saw nothing—not a tiny hint that you were capable of anything magickal.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention this to me instead of letting me see only your anger and your disappointment day after day? I didn’t know what I had done wrong to make you and Daddy hate me so much.” 
 
    “After you ran away, Cade and I had a sit down and a long talk and we realized we handled you all wrong. We should have been teaching you and encouraging the magick to come out instead of waiting for you to blossom all on your own.” 
 
    I nodded. “I thought I didn’t belong in this family and you couldn’t stand the sight of me. That’s why I ran away.” 
 
    “We came to realize we had shoddy parenting skills, Clover, and we regret it,” said Mama. “A late bloomer. Who would’ve thought I’d give birth to a late bloomer?” 
 
    Is that what I was? 
 
    “We should start by cleansing her of all negativity,” said Rufin. “Misty did it once already, but it wouldn’t hurt to redo the cleanse before we instill new thoughts and ideas.” 
 
    “We’ll call the corners and do it while we have a moment this morning. I’ll call Wenda.” 
 
    I smiled. Mama’s twin sister was the fun one, and she lived on the mountain, not too far away. “How do you call people, Mama, when you don’t have a phone?” 
 
    Mama smiled and it put me on edge. “I had to give in and get a phone. Wenda gave me a calling down, telling me I lived in the dark ages and the least I could do was buy a phone in case I had an emergency.” 
 
    Rufin pulled out his cell phone we were sharing and programmed in Mama’s number after she called Aunt Wenda and told her to hurry on over here to join our circle. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see Aunt Wenda. I missed her so much.” 
 
    “You always were her favorite niece,” said Mama. “She set her sights on Benny Benson for you. She hasn’t given up hope on you and that boy.” 
 
    “I talked to him this morning at the motel. He wants to have dinner with me and catch up.” 
 
    Rufin gave me a look and I wasn’t sure what it meant. Was he jealous? Did he have feelings for me that weren’t all teacher-student? We needed to have a private talk far, far away from Sonny. 
 
      
 
    Not long after Mama made the call, Aunt Wenda blew into the kitchen and I wasn’t sure how she got to our house so quickly. I didn’t hear a car or a truck in the front yard. 
 
    A little chubbier than I remembered, she looked nothing like Mama, her identical twin. They were as different as night and day. Mama, thin as a pencil with her long black hair messy and unbrushed, and Aunt Wenda with her dyed blonde hair, movie star makeup, and her curvy body. 
 
    She squealed as she grabbed me in a bear hug and held on tight. “I’m so happy you came home, Clover May Thornheart.” Tears trickled from her dark eyes and they were genuine tears of joy. 
 
    “It was time for me to come home,” I said, “and find out about my heritage. Things came to light and I was pointed in this direction.” 
 
    The first thing Mama said was, “She’s wearing an Amulet given to her by Madam LeJeune.” 
 
    Aunt Wenda took a step back and touched the Amulet around my neck. “Amazing. You must be special if the Great One gave you a gift of protection.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I was special,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve been special to me since the day you were born.” Aunt Wenda gave me another hug and her strength was evident. She was physically strong where Mama was weak. Mama had always said she was the smart twin, but I wondered about that too. Aunt Wenda seemed like the dominant sister—smarter, stronger, prettier. 
 
    “I see you have the Thornheart Book of Shadows on the table. What are we working on?” 
 
    “We were waiting for you to come before we cast a circle,” I said. “Rufin is going to cleanse me once again before I try to learn anything new.” 
 
    Aunt Wenda turned and sized Rufin up. “And is this your young man, Clover?” 
 
    Farrell is but I can’t be with him.  
 
    “No. Rufin is from New Orleans and Misty sent him to teach me what I need to know.” 
 
    “How wonderful. And may I know his name?” 
 
    “Rufin Pictou.” 
 
    Aunt Wenda smiled. “Aw, yes. You must be the son of the amazing Antoinette Pictou. She was formidable in her day. I’ve heard many wonderful stories about your mother, young Rufin.” 
 
    Rufin smiled. “Thank you. I miss my mother.” 
 
    He never said a word about missing his mother to me. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” asked Mama who was vigorously cleansing the area we were about to use. She then placed a black satin altar cloth on the table and lit three black candles she produced from a shelf in the step back cupboard. 
 
    What exactly is in that cupboard? Why was I never allowed to touch the things that were in there?  
 
    When everyone was seated around the table, Aunt Wenda cast a lovely magenta circle and called the corners. I began to relax and feel grounded. The cares and stresses put upon me from the mundane world, slid down through my body and left through my feet. 
 
    Rufin raised his bruised arms and said, “Hail to the guardians of the East and the elements of Air. I do summon and call ye forth to guard our circle this day. Hail and welcome.” 
 
    I smiled at him as he called the other three directions. He seemed rejuvenated from his efforts. 
 
    Moonbeam stood up and called the Lord and Lady and bid them welcome.  
 
    When all was ready, Rufin opened his grimoire to the page he had marked and cast his spell on me. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    I beg you to hear my plea 
 
    Look down on Clover Hart 
 
    And remove all her thoughts of negativity 
 
    Fill her mind 
 
    With thoughts serene 
 
    Peace, love and calm 
 
    Lake blue and forest green 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    After repeating his spell three times, Rufin tapped my head with his wand and I felt a surge of energy flow through me. I smiled up at him and gave him a wink. 
 
    When we finished, Aunt Wenda released the deities and thanked them. “Lord and Lady, I thank you for being with us this day and helping with our workings. Stay if you will. Go if you must. Hail and farewell.” 
 
    Mama took the circle down and served us all herbal tea. Her own special blend. 
 
    Calm and relaxed, I felt I had truly come home to my family. 
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     CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
   
 
    Sunday, October 11th. 
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley. 
 
    With Rufin on the mend, I had no valid excuse for sleeping curled up next to his warm, hunky body, so I slept in my own bed out of a sense of propriety. Or out of respect for Rufin’s high moral standards…or something. 
 
    In truth, I wanted to sleep naked in Rufin’s strong arms, but I wanted him to want it too. With Sonny watching my every move, I shifted into nun gear hoping my celibacy was temporary. 
 
    I left everyone sleeping, tossed on jeans and a t-shirt and stepped outside the motel door for a smoke. The October mountain morning was cool, crisp and clear. I inhaled a few deep breaths and the breeze smelled like home. I had forgotten what clean mountain air smelled like. 
 
    There was no Pete to walk first thing because he was quite taken with Porky and Alice and had opted to stay with his new buddies at Mama’s house. 
 
    Relaxing in one of the two plastic chairs outside the door of our motel room, I lit up a smoke and thought about going home to my own house in Texas. I’d barely had time to unpack and settle in before I left, and now my new house was sitting empty waiting for me to come back and love it. 
 
    Was Texas my home or would West Virginia always be my home? I came back here where I was born to get straightened out and it turned out I was more mixed up than ever. 
 
    “Hey, you’re deep in thought.” 
 
    I jumped when Benny spoke to me. “I didn’t hear you coming.” 
 
    He smiled and handed me a cardboard container. “I saw you sitting out here and brought you a coffee.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He sat down in the other chair and watched me smoke. “I never pictured you smoking, Clover.” 
 
    I never pictured you at all. 
 
    “How about dinner tonight? Are you free?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m as free as a bird. What time?” 
 
    “My Daddy takes over the office at five, so how about six o’clock?” 
 
    “Six is perfect. I’ll be at Mama’s most of the day…visiting… but I can be back here by six.” 
 
    “Great. I’m looking forward to hearing about the five years of your life I missed.” 
 
    “Most of it isn’t worth talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, I think it is. You’ve changed, Clover. You changed your name, your hair and your attitude. I want to know what happened to you to cause all those changes in you, because I know something did.” 
 
    “Life happened,” I mumbled. 
 
    The door of our room opened and Rufin stepped out with a cigarette in his hand. “I thought I heard talking out here.” 
 
    “This is Benny Benson, Ruf. His folks own the motel.” 
 
    Rufin gave Benny a nod. “Where did you get the coffee, Gilly?” 
 
    “It’s in the office on the warmer,” said Benny. “You can help yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think I will.” 
 
    Benny watched Rufin walk along the sidewalk to the office. He turned and laid a serious stare on me. “Who did you say that guy was?” 
 
    “He’s my bodyguard.” 
 
    Benny chuckled. “And why would you need one?” 
 
    “Oh…there are reasons. Just because.” 
 
    Ardal came outside next and he eyed my coffee too. “Coffee is in the office,” I said. “Ruf is ahead of you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I could use a coffee.” 
 
    “And that guy?” asked Benny. “Did you say he was your adopted brother?” 
 
    “Yep. I met Ardal when we were both having some trouble in Austin. We were both kids at the time and we teamed up to help each other survive. We’ve been close ever since.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going out for dinner with this guy, Clover. He smiles way too much and I think he’s conning you.” 
 
    Benny couldn’t hear Sonny, so I didn’t answer him. Not answering had an adverse effect. I was hoping Sonny would fade away, but he hollered louder and wouldn’t shut up. 
 
    “You’re married, Clover. Married to me, Sonny Hart. You can’t go on a date with this punk.” 
 
    “I’m going, Sonny,” I whispered into my coffee cup. “We’re not married anymore. I’m a widow.” 
 
    Rufin and Ardal returned with coffee and I excused myself from Benny’s presence. “I should hit the shower before those guys want the bathroom. I’ll talk to you later, Benny.” 
 
    He grinned, gave me a little finger wave and strode back to the office. 
 
    I stepped out of the shower and toweling off in front of the mirror gave me a big shock. My hair had grown at least an inch overnight and it was definitely coming in pink like Rufin said it was. What the hell?  
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    On the drive up the mountain, Ardal talked non-stop about the still and all the stuff Daddy had told him about making shine, and how he’d love to have a still of his own and run shine as a profession. 
 
    “That’s an illegal profession, sugar. Why don’t you excel in a field where you won’t get arrested.” 
 
    Ardal shrugged. “Has your Daddy ever been arrested?” 
 
    “Umm…not that I know of, but there might have been some close calls I know nothing about.” 
 
    “I’m going to ask him how he keeps on the good side of the law,” said Ardal. “Maybe he pays them off in shine.” 
 
    “And where are you planning on setting up your new business?” I asked him. “At the ranch? I doubt if Annie would let you run shine from there.” 
 
    “Have to give my location some thought. I’d want to be central to a steady customer base.” 
 
    “Uh huh. That’s important. Daddy has standing orders from one batch to the next. He rarely has to peddle the shine. It’s all sold before the batch is bottled.” 
 
    “That’s what he told me.” 
 
    “The two of you had a nice informative morning yesterday?” 
 
    “We sure did. Your Daddy is a smart man. I learned a lot from him.” 
 
    “I’m happy the two of you hit it off so well. Daddy doesn’t warm up to people every day. He’s more of a loner.” 
 
    I parked my truck in the yard and Daddy’s van wasn’t there. “Daddy must be at the still. I thought he’d be eating breakfast with us.” 
 
    Mama came running through the screen door waving her arms and shouting something at me. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but she sounded upset. 
 
    “What is it, Mama? Why are you stressed?” 
 
    “Cade heard about several warlocks coming to town and staying with Holly LaLonde.” Mama’s voice took on the high-pitched whine that always frightened me when I was younger. “I begged him not to go alone, but you know your Daddy. Once he makes up his mind to do something, wild horses couldn’t drag him off of it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go with him?” I asked Mama. 
 
    “He wouldn’t wait for me.” 
 
    “Do the LaLonde’s live in the same house on Green Street?” 
 
    Mama nodded her head. “Uh huh. They haven’t moved an inch. Holly fixes cars in that beat up garage behind their house. Been doing it for years. He’s lazy as a pet coonhound and his work is shoddy but people in town keep going back to him time after time.” 
 
    I had bad memories of Holly LaLonde. He used to tease me when I was a kid and I never trusted him. Creepy was the word that best described him. 
 
    “Rufin and I will go back to town and make sure Daddy is okay,” I said. “I’m worrying about him now.” 
 
    “Breakfast is ready if you want to eat first.” 
 
    “A fast breakfast and then we’ll go.” Rufin wasn’t about to give up food...not even to save my Daddy. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Valley. 
 
    After the boys wolfed down the eggs and grits Mama had made, we headed back to town to look for Daddy. “I wish he hadn’t gone alone.” 
 
    “How are your Daddy’s powers, Gilly? Is he competent with his wand?” 
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t even know Daddy had powers, and I’ve never seen him in action, Ruf. Never once.” 
 
    It was still early in the day as I zoomed down the mountain road and into town. The handful of surviving stores were opening their doors for business as we whipped down Main Street and turned right at the only traffic light. 
 
    “Green Street,” I mumbled to myself. “The LaLonde’s live third house from the end if I’m remembering correctly.” 
 
    Parked in the driveway of number twelve Green was a red Ford Fairlane and a dark blue Dodge Dakota. “Where’s Daddy’s van? I don’t see it.” 
 
    “Maybe he was here and he left already,” said Ardal. “We could have missed him.” 
 
    “We didn’t pass him on the way down the mountain,” I said, “and there’s no other road he could have taken. “If he left here, he would probably be going home.” 
 
    “Or to the sheriff’s office,” said Rufin, “if he wanted to report something about the warlocks. Does Shadow Valley have a sheriff?” 
 
    “Yep, the county has a sheriff. The office is at the end of Main Street.” 
 
    “Let’s check these LaLonde’s out first,” said Rufin, “and then if your Daddy isn’t here, we’ll talk to the sheriff.” 
 
    The three of us stood at the front door and Rufin knocked. Holly LaLonde opened the door with a freaky grin on his face. “Well if it isn’t Clover Thornheart. Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes, girl.” 
 
    “Hi, Mister LaLonde. Have you seen my Daddy?” 
 
    “Nope. Haven’t seen him. What makes you think he might be here?” 
 
    “Umm… he mentioned he might be coming to town to call on you.” 
 
    “And why would that be? We ain’t the best of friends.” 
 
    We went back to the truck and I sent Sonny inside to do recon. “Go inside and see if there are any of the fake Jodys in there, sugar. I’ll park down the street so Holly can’t see my truck.” 
 
    “Give me five minutes, Clover, and I’ll come find you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sonny.” 
 
    True to his word, Sonny was back five minutes later. “Three more fake Jodys in that house, babe, and they were talking to the Holly dude about how to get the Amulet off your neck.” 
 
    “What does Holly LaLonde have to do with my Amulet and the fake Jodys?” I asked. 
 
    “He must be getting something out of it,” said Rufin, “or he wouldn’t be helping them.” 
 
    “Did they mention where Daddy was?” 
 
    “Nope. Didn’t mention him at all,” said Sonny. 
 
    “You’d better check the sheriff’s office, Gilly,” said Ardal. “Maybe your father went there for help.” 
 
    I started the truck and drove to the end of Main and parked. “No sign of Daddy’s van. This is freaking me out. Where can he be?” 
 
    “Go in and ask if your Daddy stopped by,” said Ardal.  
 
      
 
    Sheriff’s Office. Shadow Valley. 
 
    Nervous and a little shaky, I walked into the sheriff’s office and introduced myself. I’d missed the most recent election—the first one I was eligible to vote in—and this person sitting in front of me was the result of my absence. If I’d been home and voted for whomever opposed this doofus, I might not be looking at him now. 
 
    Sheriff Wally Lazenby was so out of shape his breathing could be heard on the other side of the squad room. Fat and red-faced, his blood pressure must be in the two hundred zone. I figured if he was going to drop dead on the way to his squad car, the asshole was useless to me. 
 
    “My father is missing, Sheriff Lazenby. Could you search the county for him? His name is Cade Thornheart, perhaps you know him, and he’s driving a black Dodge van.” I shoved a scrap of paper towards him. “This is the tag. I’d appreciate it if you could look for him this morning. This is an emergency and my Mama is extremely worried.” 
 
    He scowled at me as he reached for a pen out of the mug on his desk. The pens were almost hidden amongst the dozens of sticks of beef jerky. “What did you say your name was, little girl?” 
 
    “Clover Thornheart.” 
 
    He scribbled on a torn piece of paper. “And your father is…?” 
 
    “Like I just told you, Sheriff, Cade Thornheart is my father and he’s missing.” 
 
    Is the asshole deaf as well as stupid? 
 
    Sheriff Lazenby offered a crazy grin. “You must be the long lost daughter I’ve heard about.” 
 
    “I wasn’t lost, sir. I was living my life in a different state. Texas, as a matter of fact.” Pissed, I pulled out the badge I hadn’t returned to the Chief and flashed it in his face. “I’m a Texas Ranger.” 
 
    He stared long and hard at my badge and said, “This badge belongs to Gillette Hart. That ain’t you.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Hart is my married name.” 
 
    His laugh was nasty. “Now you’re trying to make be believe you’re married? Where’s the lucky man?” 
 
    “He’s dead.” I stomped my foot. “None of this is relevant. My Daddy is missing and I need you or one of your trusty deputies to get out there and search for him.” 
 
    “Sorry, girl. No can do. It’s Sunday and Deputy Fraser called in sick and I’m the only one on duty. I can’t leave the office. Somebody has to be here in case of emergency.” 
 
    “This is an emergency,” I hollered. “While you sit on your ass and do nothing, Sheriff, I’ll find Daddy myself and I’ll be sure to tell him and everybody up the mountain not to vote for you in the next election.” 
 
    “I heard people say what a wild one you were.” He chuckled and it turned into a wheezing cough. “Now I know the stories about you are all true.” 
 
    On my way to the truck I mumbled a little spell especially for our sheriff. 
 
      
 
    Blackest cats with nine of lives 
 
    Eating rodents to survive 
 
    Gardens growing greenest chives 
 
    I hex your body dowsed in hives 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say, Gilly?” asked Ardal. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Mama was crying on the porch when we got home and Aunt Wenda was sitting next to her, hugging Mama and trying to console her. Mama jumped up and ran towards us. “Did you find Cade?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Mama, we didn’t.” 
 
    “We asked the sheriff to help us, and he wouldn’t,” said Ardal. “The guy is a jerk.” 
 
    “I ran up the mountain and checked the still,” said Aunt Wenda.” Cade isn’t there.” 
 
    “What did Holly LaLonde say, Clover?” asked Mama. 
 
    “He said Daddy never was there, but Sonny went inside and said three more of the fake Jody warlocks were in Holly’s house and they were talking about the Amulet.” 
 
    “Sonny, where are you, son?” hollered Mama. “Come and talk to me.” 
 
    Sonny zoomed down from a tall pine and hovered close to Mama. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Tell me everything you heard at Holly LaLonde’s house.” 
 
    “Like I told Clover, they were talking about the Amulet and how they were going to get it off her neck. I didn’t hear all of it.” 
 
    “Did you hear some of their plan?” asked Rufin. 
 
    “A little bit,” said Sonny. “One of the fake Jodys said they would wait until dark.” 
 
    Rufin nodded. “They’ll try for it tonight at the motel.” 
 
    “Then you won’t sleep at the motel,” said Mama. “Y’all will sleep here—or not sleep—we’ll keep watch for them here where y’all have protection.” 
 
    “We can place a strong ward around the house,” said Aunt Wenda. 
 
    “We need to have Cade home before we’re all locked inside the ward,” said Mama.  
 
    “I’ll try my summoning spell,” said Aunt Wenda. “It usually works.” 
 
    Mama nodded, her long black hair covering half her face. “Let’s try it.” 
 
    We set up in the kitchen and Rufin cast a dark blue circle that hummed with energy. Both Mama and Aunt Wenda admired his power and made me proud of my witch-boy.  
 
    Once the elements had been called and the deities summoned, Aunt Wenda cast her spell to bring Daddy home. I hoped her power was great enough to reach him wherever he was. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the moon and stars 
 
    I beg you restore what is ours 
 
    Bring Cade home please deliver 
 
    Goddess of the lake and river 
 
    Bring Cade back home soon 
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Punish warlocks for evil done 
 
    Grant my plea by setting sun 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    After repeating her spell three times, she cast fancy scrolls of sparks into the air and we were all impressed by her wand work. Aunt Wenda was an amazing witch. 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Mama. “Thank you, sister.” 
 
    Maybe someday I’d be a great witch like my Aunt Wenda. It was my new goal. 
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     CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
   
 
    Sunday, October 11th. 
 
    Evening. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Valley Inn. 
 
    Benny knocked on the door of my motel room at five minutes to six. Watching the time on my new cell phone to see if he’d be early or late, I smiled when he was a couple of minutes early. 
 
    Wearing the only dress I’d brought with me, a snug, black number with spaghetti straps, I fiddled with my multicolored hair, whipped on some lip gloss and sprayed a cloud of perfume around my head before charging out the door to meet my dream date. 
 
    Somehow after being away for five years, the lure of Benny Benson had faded almost completely and had been recently replaced by a nagging in my heart for my true love Farrell and a nagging in my groin for my witch-boy.  
 
    Rufin Pictou was the poster boy for unrequited love at this point in time and maybe for a long time to come. 
 
    Faking it, I put on my best smile and breezed out the door.  
 
    Benny smiled back at me and said, “You look fantastic, Clover. Ever since grade school, you were my dream girl.” 
 
    “Same.” I giggled and felt a little giddy as he opened the door of his black pickup and handed me in. 
 
    He drove me to the Shadow Valley Inn at the far end of town. A big house at the foot of the mountain owned by Mabel and John Glover. The Glovers lived in the house and rented out four of the six bedrooms to travelers. It wasn’t a bed and breakfast, as such. They weren’t early risers and they didn’t do breakfast. The Glovers only served dinner and I’d never eaten there in my life.  
 
    My parents never ate in restaurants. Dining out was unheard of in my family. 
 
    As we sat down at our table in the dining room—round tables draped with white cloths and little crystal vases of flowers in the center of each table—I heard Sonny’s voice above us. 
 
    Trying not to look up, out of the corner of my eye I couldn’t help but see the ceiling fan stop and begin spinning in the opposite direction. 
 
    I had to bite my tongue to keep from yelling at Sonny to go back to the motel and leave me alone. Benny was smiling and chatting non-stop and Sonny was so distracting, I hadn’t heard a word Benny was saying. 
 
    “Would you like a drink, Clover? I’m having a beer.” 
 
    “A beer is fine. Shiners.” 
 
    “Umm… I don’t see that kind on the list.” 
 
    “I’ll have the same kind you’re having. I don’t know a thing about local beer.” 
 
    Benny chuckled. “Most of us guys drink Thornheart shine. Best there is in these parts.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I leaned in closer. “You didn’t see Daddy today, did you?” 
 
    “Nope. Is he lost or something?” 
 
    I shrugged it off. “Oh, no. I just didn’t see him today and I guess I’m missing him.” 
 
    The dinner special was Mrs. Glover’s pot roast and the food was good. Nice and hot and nary a lump in the gravy. For dessert she served a cherry cobbler with vanilla ice cream on top and it was delicious. 
 
    “Would you like anything else?” Benny asked me politely. He had talked constantly all through dinner and I hardly had to do anything but smile, chew, swallow and nod my head. I hadn’t remembered Benny being so verbose. 
 
    “I’d love a coffee,” I said. “The meal was tasty.” 
 
    He leaned closer and whispered, “I’ve never eaten here before, but Mama recommended it. She told me Mabel Glover was a good cook.” 
 
    “That was true,” I agreed and glanced around. “The Glovers have the place fixed up nice. I’ve never been inside before.” 
 
    “Me neither. When we were kids walking by here on the way to school, I always thought rich people lived here.” 
 
    “Compared to us folks living up the mountain, the Glovers were rich people.” 
 
    Benny Benson and I laughed together and reminisced about old times in Shadow Valley. Good times. Were they good times?  
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Wenda cast her most effective summoning spell, and Glenda, Moonbeam, Rufin and Ardal sat on the front porch of the little mountain house and they waited. 
 
    Darkness fell and they continued to wait for Cade to return, Mama making a fresh pitcher of iced tea and wiping her hands on her white apron every ten seconds.  
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “He would come,” said Wenda, “unless…” 
 
    “Unless what?” asked Mama. 
 
    “Unless…he couldn’t.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Mama paced from one end of the porch to the other, stepping over the sleeping dogs on each trip. Porky. Alice. Pete. 
 
    “It means, he must be locked in a place he can’t get out of,” said Wenda. 
 
    “Or tied up and he can’t get loose,” added Rufin. 
 
    “Oh, my poor Cade. Trussed up like a turkey and locked in a cage. We have to find him.” 
 
      
 
    Lover’s Lane. Shadow Mountain. 
 
    “Where are we going, Benny? I asked. “This isn’t the way to the motel.” 
 
    “When we were freshmen in high school, didn’t we always talk about parking in Lovers Lane when I got a car?” 
 
    “Did we? I don’t remember that conversation, but it might have happened.” 
 
    “It happened, Clover. We talked about it more than once, so I thought tonight we’d make our dreams come true.” He smiled at me and he had turned out to be a hunk of a guy. “Tonight we’re going to make out in lover’s lane like we always wanted to.” 
 
    “Umm…not a good idea for tonight, Benny. I have to get home and see if my Daddy has been found. I’m too worried about him to make out with any enthusiasm.” 
 
    “I’ve got enough enthusiasm for both of us.” He chuckled.  
 
    He’d been eyeing my Amulet all evening and it was beginning to make me nervous. 
 
    A rush of wind blew through the cab of the pickup and I shivered. Dreading what Sonny had in mind for Benny, I felt goosebumps pop up along both my bare arms. 
 
    Benny reached across the console for my hand and I moved away from him. “Come on. Let’s get comfortable in the back seat, Clover.” 
 
    “I should get home, Benny. I don’t think this is a good night for our first hookup.” 
 
    “Sure it is. Won’t take long.” He reached over the console again, grabbed my arm and pulled me towards him. As I was pulling back, the truck began to roll forward. 
 
    “The truck is moving.” My voice came out a little panicky, remembering the steep lover’s lane drop off. Kids were always daring each other—who could get closest to the edge. Not me. I was afraid of heights back then—maybe I still was. 
 
    Benny let go of my arm and grabbed the steering wheel. He slammed on the brakes and that did nothing to slow us down. “Holy hell, we’ve got no brakes.” He pumped the pedal up and down and that proved useless. We were picking up speed as we rolled towards the edge of the cliff. 
 
    “Jump,” I hollered. The passenger door flew open seconds before I reached for it and I tumbled out of the truck. With a thump, I found myself lying on the dewy wet grass in my best dress. 
 
    “Don’t Sonny,” I screamed out the only threat I could think of. “Don’t do it. I’ll send you back to your grave.” 
 
    Benny’s black pickup stopped dead at the edge of the precipice. He jumped out and ran around in circles in the pitch dark hollering, “Clover, where are you? I can’t find you.” 
 
    “I’m over here.” I picked myself up off the wet grass and pulled my damp dress down to cover my undies. 
 
    “Are you hurt, Clover?” 
 
    “Wet and dirty, but I’m okay. Would you mind taking me back to the motel, Benny? Lover’s Lane is a bad place for me to be tonight.” 
 
    Visibly shaking, Benny helped steady me on my feet. He held me in a long hug before letting go. “Wait until I get the truck turned around and then we’re leaving. I don’t want to be near that drop off ever again. I almost went over. Something happened to my truck—it was like a horror movie where the devil takes over the controls and there’s not a damned thing you can do.” 
 
    How well I knew the devil. 
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley. 
 
    Benny parked his truck outside room number eight and walked me to the door. “I’m sorry our trip to Lover’s Lane turned out so scary. I had something totally different in mind.” 
 
    I bet you did. 
 
    “Another memory for the two of us, Benny. Not one of our better ones, but still a night we won’t forget.” 
 
    “I want us to see each other, Clover, like be a couple. We spent all our time together in high school and I want it to be like that again. None of the other girls in Shadow Valley are like you. Smart and pretty and fun. I always wanted you and I still do.” 
 
    “I like you a lot, Benny, and we were always close, but my husband died only a few weeks ago and I’m not ready for a new relationship. Can we be friends for now?” 
 
    “I still have a hard time believing you were married, Clover. We’re only not quite nineteen and why the hell would you want to get married that young? How old was your husband? How did he die? Can you talk about it?” 
 
    So many questions. 
 
    “He was thirty-one and he was shot by the police.” 
 
    “What? Was he wanted or something?” 
 
    “Something like that. I don’t like to talk about his shortcomings. He was a stellar looking hunky guy and he was fun and he had a lot of other good points.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe,” said Sonny, but Benny couldn’t hear him. 
 
    “Can I kiss you goodnight?” Benny leaned in closer and I could smell the beer on his breath. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him like I’d always wanted to and I was disappointed. No jolt of uncontrollable desire. Not even close. 
 
    “I’m changing my clothes and driving home, Benny. I want to see if Daddy came back.” 
 
    “Sure, I should get some sleep. I’m on the early shift in the office in the morning.” 
 
    Benny walked back to his truck and I rushed inside to get out of my wet dress. “Thanks a lot, Sonny. You totally ruined that date and you almost killed Benny. Can you tell I’m pissed at you? If you’re not hearing it, I’ll show you how fuckin mad I am.” 
 
    “Don’t, Clover.” 
 
    I shouted out one of the spells I knew by heart. 
 
      
 
    So much to say 
 
    Words run like a river 
 
    Your lips are sealed 
 
    With a sneeze and a shiver 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I changed my clothes and while I was lacing up my runners, I heard Sonny sneeze a couple of times. After that, the silence was heavenly. I locked our room up and ran to my truck. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Driving as fast as my trusty Jeep Gladiator would go, I zoomed up the mountain, hiding my horrendous date with Benny Benson in the deep dark crevices of my mind. I didn’t want to go there ever again. 
 
    I didn’t want to date Benny Benson—over it—or be a couple with him, but I didn’t want Sonny to shoot him off a cliff either. Benny hadn’t done anything but pine for me while I was gone—or so he said. He sounded sincere when he said it, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t know who to believe anymore. My thought patterns seemed to be skewed. 
 
    The lights were all on in the house when I got to the end of the road and as I parked, I could see my family sitting in the chairs with the broken rungs on the porch. 
 
    Rufin came running towards me and opened the door of the truck. He offered his hand and helped me out. “I…we were getting worried about you. That was a long date.” 
 
    “Long and scary. Sonny tried to kill my date, but I stopped him in time.” 
 
    “Interesting. What did Sonny do this time?” 
 
    “He pushed Benny’s truck to the edge of a cliff and it almost went over with Benny behind the wheel.” 
 
    “What? Was he going to kill you too?” 
 
    “He pulled me out at the last moment and tossed me on the ground, but he wasn’t too concerned about me. Nope, he wasn’t.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” asked Rufin. 
 
    “He’s here but he can’t talk until the spell wears off.” 
 
    Rufin smiled. It was dark, but I could see his white teeth in the glow of the moonlight. 
 
    “Any word on Daddy?” 
 
    “Aunt Wenda cast a summoning spell, but nothing yet.” 
 
    “The warlocks will be coming soon. We have to get ready.” My fingers touched the Amulet around my neck and I covered it with my hand. The warm glow and feeling of well-being that radiated from it surged through my body. 
 
    I have to defend the Amulet at all costs. 
 
    “Shall we get the ward up around the house?” asked Aunt Wenda. 
 
    “I hate to do it with Cade not home,” said Mama. “What if he comes back and can’t get in?” 
 
    “I’ll watch for him and let him in,” said Rufin. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    “The castor beans are ready,” said Mama. “Each of y’all take a handful and sprinkle them around the outside of the house.” 
 
    In the pitch dark, Ardal and I could barely see what we were doing as we dropped our beans along the back wall of the little shack I called home. 
 
    With that job done, we all gathered in the kitchen. 
 
    Rufin closed the front door and locked it. A flimsy wooden door that could be kicked in with one good blow. Only magick could make it hold fast and keep us safe. 
 
    My witch-boy was healing and returning to his handsome, irresistible self. My eyes were focused on him and I couldn’t look anywhere else while he raised his arms and cast the ward. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the dark and light 
 
    Protect us through the darkest night 
 
    Protect our house from wall to wall 
 
    Against evil doers short and tall 
 
    Thieving warlocks stay away 
 
    From our house every day 
 
    Surround us with a wall of light 
 
    Evil warlocks run in fright 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin repeated his spell for the third time and we all held hands and joined in on the last time around. 
 
    “Thank you, Rufin,” said Mama. “That was wonderful. I feel we are secure for the night.” 
 
    Mama and Aunt Wenda shared the big bedroom. Moonbeam slept alone in the tiny spare room with a cot and a dresser in it. Ardal and I and Rufin had no beds. 
 
    I pointed at the sofa against the wall in the kitchen. “Ardal, you sleep there. I’ll sit up and watch for the warlocks with Rufin.” 
 
    Ardal flopped down and rested his head on a hand-crocheted pillow. “I’ll sleep for a couple of hours then I’ll share with you guys. You have to sleep too.” 
 
    Sonny made the kitchen cold and misty damp with his constant spinning overhead. 
 
    “Take the spell off him, Gilly,” said Ruf. “He’s making me nuts.” 
 
    I sighed and did what Rufin asked. Sonny could be supremely annoying without even trying hard. In truth, I wanted him on the roof as a lookout and I figured he wouldn’t do it if he was mad at me. 
 
    With my arms held high, I grumbled out my spell reversal. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the fox and hound 
 
    Restore to Sonny the gift of sound 
 
    Let him speak with words so wise 
 
    No sound we’ll hear of evil or lies 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    After the third time I’d said the words, Sonny began babbling. “Don’t ever do that to me again, Clover. You’ll be sorry if you do.” 
 
    “No, Sonny, you’ll be the sorry one when you are flat on your back under six feet of dirt in your grave where you belong.” 
 
    “That’s harsh, Clover. I don’t like the mean side of you one bit.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen the mean side of me, Sonny Hart, but you’re getting closer every day. Unless you want to see it right now, you will get up on the roof and watch out for the warlocks.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m going. I love you, Clover.” 
 
      
 
    Rufin and I sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee until we couldn’t keep our eyes open any longer and still the warlocks hadn’t shown up. “I’m beat, Ruf. Have to lie down for a minute.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Gilly. Nothing is happening. Maybe they won’t come at all.” 
 
    Without waking Ardal up, I squeezed in beside him on the sofa to sleep for an hour. When I woke, I’d spell Rufin off and let him sleep. He was every bit as tired as I was. 
 
    Everyone was sleeping except Rufin and me and the house was silent. Eerily so. I was just dozing off when a howl came out of nowhere and I didn’t recognize the sound at first. Pete had never made a noise like that before and it was startling and blood-curdling. He was mad about something and the howl coming out of him was unnerving. 
 
    I catapulted off the sofa and ran to the window. A truck was parking behind my truck in front of the house. “They’re here, Ruf. We’d better get ready.” 
 
    He jumped up off his chair and joined me at the window. “I hope the ward holds.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “If the warlocks are skilled at all, they’ll be able to remove the ward and walk right up onto the porch.” 
 
    I ran back to the table and opened the Thornheart Book of Shadows to the page I had marked. I’d picked out a spell to use on the warlocks when they came and rehearsed it several times. One more time to be sure of the words. 
 
    “If they get in here, Ruf, grab Holly LaLonde. I think he’s the key to finding Daddy.” 
 
    “They’re yelling at us, Gilly. I can’t hear what they’re saying.” Rufin opened a kitchen window and listened to the threats the warlocks were shouting at us. 
 
    “Give us the Amulet and we’ll let your Daddy go free.” 
 
    I ran over and stood close to Rufin. “Where is my father?” I yelled out the window. 
 
    The leader of the warlocks—a Jody look-a-like—repeated the deal. “Give us the Amulet and we’ll tell you where your father is.” 
 
    I whispered to Rufin. “I want the spell to go on the warlocks, but not on Holly LaLonde. How do I do that?” 
 
    “I’ll put a curse on Holly first and get him out of the way,” said Rufin. 
 
    “Okay, go. I’ll read my spell over one more time.” 
 
    Rufin stood at the window with his wand in his hand and hollered out his spell. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Let Holly sleep and not wake soon 
 
    His eyes stay closed 
 
    He does no harm 
 
    He makes no move 
 
    Until we remove the charm 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin finished the spell and waved his wand in the direction of Holly LaLonde. A blue light shimmered down on Holly and the big guy laid down in the dirt beside my truck and went to sleep. 
 
    “Good one, Ruf.” I wanted to lay a hot kiss on his mouth, but instead I leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    He gave me a smile in return. 
 
    The other three warlocks circled the house searching for a way in. I could hear them at the back mumbling to each other and it was only a matter of time until they cast a spell to remove the ward. 
 
    Rufin’s magick was strong, but there is always someone stronger. He’d already taught me that lesson. 
 
    My turn. I had to test my power to see if I was strong enough to get rid of the warlocks. I faced the front window, took a couple of deep breaths, held my loaner wand in my right hand and said the words.  
 
      
 
    Clones of Jody neighbor untrue 
 
    Far from home I dispatch you 
 
    Goddess of the mountain 
 
    Green Man of the bog  
 
    Turn the false ones 
 
    With eyes of the dog 
 
    Forever to croak 
 
    And squat on a log 
 
    Three Jody clones  
 
    Hop to the creek 
 
    From now on you croak 
 
    You do not speak 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I repeated my spell three times and peered out the window to see if it was working. “I can’t see them anymore, Ruf.” 
 
    “It’s dark and if they did turn into frogs we wouldn’t be able to see them. I’m going outside to make sure the spell worked. Stay here until I tell you it’s okay.” 
 
    My brave witch-boy ran out and checked for the warlocks and they were nowhere in sight. If my spell worked they had hopped off to the creek and were happily sitting on lily pads, flicking out their lightning fast tongues, and dining on flies.  
 
    “Now we can deal with Holly LaLonde and find out where Daddy is.” 
 
    Rufin gave me a wave and I opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. 
 
    “I don’t see them, Gilly. I’m pretty sure your spell worked. Good one, girl.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I pulled a pair of handcuffs out of the pocket of my jeans. I’d been saving them for Holly LaLonde and it felt good to ram my knee in his fleshy back and cuff his chunky wrists together. 
 
    “Let’s sit him on the porch steps,” said Rufin, “and take the sleeping spell off. Then we can get the truth out of him.” 
 
    I helped Ruf roll Holly over to the steps and between the two of us, we sat him up on the bottom step. Ruf chanted a quick spell to get him talking. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the moon and sun 
 
    Break the spell and now it’s done 
 
    Free Holly from the spell that grips 
 
    Let the truth flow from his lips 
 
    Goddess of the stars and moon 
 
    Remove the spell and do it soon 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Rufin and I stood in the dark staring at Holly, waiting for him to babble out Daddy’s location. 
 
    “Where am I?” Sounding half asleep and a little dazed, Holly glanced around in the dark trying to get his bearings.  
 
    “Shadow Mountain,” I said. “Tell me where Daddy is, Holly. I know you took him.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to, Clover. Honest, I didn’t. I like your Daddy a lot, and I like his shine even more, but I had to help them. Those men were mean and they said they’d hurt Gail if I didn’t help them get the Amulet.” 
 
    “Where’s Daddy?” 
 
    “Sheriff Lazenby owed me a favor and he’s got your Daddy locked up in the cell behind his office. I’m sorry this happened, Clover. Can I go now?” 
 
    “No, you can’t go, Holly. You’re a criminal. A kidnapper and an extortionist. The only place you’re going is to jail. You can change places with Daddy.” 
 
    “No, I can’t go to jail. I have a family to protect. Bad people are lurking around Shadow Valley.” 
 
    “You should have thought of that before you got mixed up with those bad people. Why do they want my Amulet anyway?” 
 
    “They didn’t tell me why, and I don’t care why. The only thing I was worried about was them hurting Gail.” 
 
    “Who’s watching Gail now?” 
 
    Holly shrugged. “I told her to lock the doors and I’d be right back.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
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     CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
   
 
    Monday, October 12th. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    By the time we finished our little inquisition of Holly LaLonde, the sun was peeking its fiery head over the crest of the mountain. 
 
    “It’s morning, Ruf. No use sleeping now. We’ll go straight to the sheriff’s office and get Daddy.” 
 
    The screen door opened and Mama and Aunt Wenda came hurrying out. “Did the warlocks come? Did they have Cade with them?” 
 
    “Holly says Daddy is locked up at the sheriff’s office, Mama. We’re going to get him right now.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Aunt Wenda. 
 
    Mama floated down the steps in her long black skirt and faced Holly LaLonde, “Why would you do such a thing to Cade, Holly? We’ve known you and Gail all our lives.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Glenda. The warlocks said they would hurt Gail and that’s the reason I helped them. I’m sorry. I swear Cade isn’t hurt. He’s just locked up so y’all couldn’t find him.” 
 
    Holly was a big man and Rufin and I struggled hefting him into the load bed of the truck. Once we rolled him in, I slammed the tailgate shut and blew out a long breath. “Don’t know when I’ve been so tired.” 
 
    “Ditto,” mumbled Rufin. 
 
    I made sure I had my gun and my badge as I hopped into the passenger seat of the truck. Rufin slid behind the wheel barely able to hold his head up, and in my humble opinion, he was too tired to drive. 
 
    “You should stay here and get a few hours’ sleep, Ruf. You don’t look perky.” 
 
    “I’m a mess, but I want to see this through, Gilly. As soon as we get your father safely home, I’ll sleep. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll make a big breakfast when we get back,” said Mama. “Y’all must be starving.” 
 
    “I am hungry,” I said. “I can hardly remember the last thing I ate, but I think it was Mrs. Glover’s roast beef.” 
 
    “Oh, how was your date with Benny, dear? Isn’t he the sweetest thing?” 
 
    “The food was good, Mama. Can’t talk about the rest of the date right now.” 
 
    Rufin looked a tiny bit miffed when Benny’s name was mentioned and I shouldn’t have been hoping he was jealous, but I was—just a little. Sonny was right. I did have a mean side. 
 
    Ardal came running out onto the porch as we were leaving and I hollered out the window, “Stay here with Moonbeam, sugar. We don’t have room for any more passengers if we’re bringing Daddy home.” 
 
    Ardal looked disappointed as he turned to go back inside and I felt bad. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff’s Office. Shadow Valley. 
 
    We arrived before Sheriff Lazenby opened up his office for the day. There wasn’t much crime in Shadow Valley and the office wasn’t open twenty-four seven like some of the other more populated counties. 
 
    Lazenby got the calls at home when he was off duty and then he sent one of his deputies to investigate. Being the fat, lazy prick that he was, he rarely handled a call on his own. All of this came to light on our trip down the mountain.  
 
    Mama filled us in. The town wasn’t high on the job their elected sheriff was doing and there had been talk of a couple of better men running against him in the November election. It was already October and campaigns were underway. A little late to get rid of a crooked sheriff, but better late than never. 
 
    “There he is now.” Aunt Wenda pointed at the squad car parking beside the square white stucco building. 
 
    By the time the sheriff had his key in the lock, we were right behind him and followed him inside. “Release my father and do it now, Sheriff Lazenby. You’re holding him prisoner for no reason. Let him out of the cell.” 
 
    Lazenby turned and laughed at me. “You can’t come into my office and order me around, Clover Thornheart. I’m the law in this town.” 
 
    “After the election, you won’t be,” Mama said. 
 
    Lazenby turned his vile smile on Mama. “You watch your tongue, Glenda, or you’ll be sitting in the same cell as your husband.” 
 
    Threatening Mama didn’t sit well with me. My cop side took over and before I could restrain my muscle-memory response, I throat punched Wally Lazenby. His three hundred pounds hit the floor with a crash and the entire building shook. I bent down and unclipped the keyring from the leather belt that struggled to circle his huge girth. 
 
    “Go get Holly out of the truck, Rufin. We’ll switch him with Daddy.” I ran to the back of the building where the three cells were located, and there was Daddy sitting on his bunk wearing a sad face. 
 
    When he saw me through the bars his tanned face broke into a smile. “I figured you’d find me, Clover.” He chuckled. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    I unlocked the cell and pushed the door wide open. “Come on out of there, Daddy.” I gave him a hug. “We’re replacing you with Holly LaLonde. He was helping the warlocks, and Sheriff Lazenby was hiding you because he owed Holly a favor.” 
 
    Rufin marched Holly in and I locked him in the cell Daddy had been in. “Put Lazenby in the next cell,” I said. “It will do him good to see what it feels like to be a prisoner in his own jail.” 
 
    “Y’all can’t lock me up,” hollered the sheriff. “All of you will rot in jail for this.” I smiled as Rufin clanged the cell door shut. Lazenby was still yelling as we left the building. 
 
    We helped Daddy into the passenger seat of my truck and I squeezed in the back with Mama and Aunt Wenda. 
 
    “What about my van?” asked Daddy. “I’ve got a batch of shine to deliver. I need my van.” 
 
    “Where did you leave it, dear?” asked Mama. 
 
    “Holly ran me off the road down Cooter Creek Lane. Other men were with him and one of them tasered me. That’s the last thing I remember before I woke up in jail and that’s the last time I saw the van.” 
 
    I gave Rufin directions to Cooter Creek Lane from the back seat as we drove out of town. 
 
      
 
    Cooter Creek Lane. Shadow Mountain. 
 
    “Who was your next delivery, Daddy?” 
 
    “Jackson Temple.” 
 
    “Keep going, Rufin. The Temples live at least another mile down the road.” 
 
    As we approached the start of the Temple property, I could see a big black lump in the ditch up ahead. “I think the van is still there, Daddy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but will the cases of shine be in the back? Lots of the young bucks around these parts drive the roads drinking. If they spotted my van, they wouldn’t hesitate to help themselves to the finest moonshine in West Virginia.” 
 
    “We can’t be sure until we have a look,” I said. “If we lost a couple cases and didn’t lose you or the van, I’ll be happy.” I leaned forward and patted Daddy on the shoulder. 
 
    “Me too,” said Mama. “You’re worth more than a couple of cases of shine to me, Cade Thornheart.” 
 
    He smiled and twisted in his seat to wink at Mama beside me. I leaned over and kissed her thin face. “Daddy loves you, Mama. That’s what counts.” 
 
    Rufin stopped next to the van and we all piled out to see what kind of shape it was in. “Doesn’t look damaged at all,” said Ruf. “Do you have keys for it?” 
 
    “I took this envelope off the sheriff’s desk when I saw Daddy’s name on it.” I passed it to Daddy over the console and he looked inside.  
 
    “My billfold and keys.” 
 
    “Lazenby put your personal goods in an envelope just like they do for the regular prisoners—if he had any.” 
 
    “It’s a wonder he knew how to do it,” snarked Mama. 
 
    “He was practicing.” I giggled. “Hope he rots in his own cell.” 
 
    “Don’t be nasty, Clover,” said Aunt Wenda. “It doesn’t become you.” 
 
    “Sonny says I have a mean side he doesn’t like.” 
 
    “You don’t speak often of your dead husband,” said Aunt Wenda. “Do you miss him terribly?” 
 
    “Of course she misses me. We love each other and we will forever.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were here, Sonny,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll drive the van home, kids, and take Glenda and Wenda with me,” said Daddy. “Y’all could use some sleep, I bet.” 
 
    “I think I’ll sleep for a couple of hours,” I said, “then Ruf and I will drive home for breakfast.” 
 
    “I want to have a get tonight to celebrate Cade’s safe return,” said Mama. 
 
    Daddy laughed. “I’m for that, Glenda. Some food and shine would go good. My throat got dry and parched sitting in jail all that time.” 
 
    “Didn’t they feed you?” asked Aunt Wenda. 
 
    “Greta Lazenby brought me fried baloney, eggs and gravy twice a day along with cold coffee.” Daddy made a face. “I’m never eating fried baloney ever again.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you, sweetheart,” said Mama. 
 
    “We’ll invite the whole family over as soon as we get home,” said Aunt Wenda. “We haven’t had a party in a while.” 
 
    “It’s been too long,” said Mama, “but now we have a real reason to celebrate.”  
 
    “I haven’t seen my cousins for five years,” I said. “I bet a lot of them have grown up and I won’t recognize them.” 
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley. 
 
    Rufin and I were bone tired when we got back to the motel. Without a word of conversation, I flopped on one bed and he crashed on the other. We were asleep in seconds and we slept like dead logs for a couple of hours. 
 
    I was first in the shower when we woke and although my mind was on Rufin joining me under the hot water, I couldn’t risk inviting him and offending him. If he didn’t have any feelings for me—the same kind of wild, steamy hot feelings I had for him, I couldn’t push it. I had to wait. 
 
    I’m waiting for a sign, Rufin. 
 
    Sonny was perched on the vanity watching me towel off and I found it a little creepy. “What’s with the pink hair, Clover?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Since my powers began showing themselves, that’s just the way my hair is growing in.” 
 
    “You’d better cut those blonde ends off. It would look better.” 
 
    “Who are you now? Vidal Sassoon?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Never mind.” When I walked out of the bathroom into the main room Rufin was awake and talking on his cell to Misty. 
 
    “That’s right. We need that information to solve the problem. Can you help us?” 
 
    He ended the call and smiled. “Misty will find out who wants the Amulet. Without finding out who’s sending all the warlocks who look like Jody, we’re never going to win the battle. We have to eliminate the source.” 
 
    I nodded. Rufin was so smart. “Does she think she can find out?” 
 
    “Uh huh. She knows everything that goes on in the magickal world. She’s one of the elite.” 
 
    “Do they have a newsletter or something?” 
 
    “More like a magickal grapevine,” said Ruf. “I’d better hit the shower. I’m famished for your Mama’s big breakfast.” 
 
    “Me too. It’s been hours since we had any food.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” said Sonny. 
 
    “You would be if you could eat.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Ardal and Moonbeam had eaten with Mama, Daddy and Aunt Wenda by the time we got home. Daddy and Ardal had gone farther up the mountain to work at the still, and the women were cleaning up the kitchen and getting ready for the get together scheduled for later in the day. 
 
    “How many are coming?” I asked as I slathered jam on another warm biscuit. 
 
    “About twenty,” said Aunt Wenda. “We’re making fried chicken and potato salad for forty, just in case people bring friends and more show up. It would be embarrassing not to have enough food. Some of your cousins have girlfriends and boyfriends now, Clover. Your cousins are all grown up, just like you are.” 
 
    Rufin hadn’t said a word. Eating was his main focus and he was working hard at it. I studied him as he shoveled food into his sexy mouth. His face had lost most of the bruising and a lot of the other injuries on his body had healed. 
 
    He glanced up at me frowning. “Are you watching me eat?” 
 
    “Nope. Just happened to be looking your way to see if there were any more biscuits.” 
 
    He pointed to the basket at the other end of the table. “Try looking that way.” 
 
    I winked at him. “I’ll try, but I don’t know if I can do it.” 
 
    “Clover can you run to the cold cellar and bring me a bushel of potatoes?” 
 
    “Sure Mama, as long as I don’t have to peel a bushel of potatoes.” 
 
    Mama cackled out a laugh. “That was the next thing I was going to ask you. How did you know?” 
 
    “Because peeling potatoes has always been my job since I was ten. I figured I was stuck with that job for life.” 
 
      
 
    The door of the still was open and I could hear Daddy and Ardal having a serious conversation inside. I poked my head in and they stopped talking. 
 
    “Clover, you hardly ever come up here.” Daddy’s dark eyes sparkled and he looked pleased to see me. “Come in and see how I’ve fixed the shack up. More homey now that I have a sofa in here.” 
 
    “Now that you have the sofa, Daddy, there’s barely room to move in here.”  
 
    “I guess an addition is next.” Daddy had a little smirk on his face. 
 
    My heart beat a little faster in my chest knowing I had almost lost my father. We had to find out who was sending the warlocks for the Amulet and deal with that person. They had to be stopped. 
 
    “I’m learning a lot,” said Ardal. “Making shine is so cool. I didn’t know what I was missing.” 
 
    “He wants to build his own still, Daddy. You’re creating a shine monster here. Not a good idea.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s a living. I’ve supported my family running shine my whole life. Ardal could do it too.” 
 
    “He’d need property in Texas to do it,” I said. 
 
    “Nothing says I have to go back to Texas,” said Ardal. “I go where you go, Gilly. You’re my sister and my only family.” 
 
    Daddy grinned at Ardal and it was obvious my father had taken to him. I could share my father with my best friend who never had a father of his own. 
 
      
 
    After a glorious sunset, dusk descended on the mountain and with it a thick mist that made everything a little damp and uncomfortable. The evenings were starting to cool off a little, but the temperature this evening was perfect for porch sitting. 
 
    Daddy and the members of his band were setting up at one end of the porch while Mama and the rest of us ladies were busy putting the finishing touches on the food in the kitchen. 
 
    My plethora of aunts, uncles and cousins began arriving in pickups and on foot and none of them came empty handed. All of the ladies who arrived were carrying cakes, pies or casseroles and I showed them where to put the goodies on the old buffet in the kitchen. 
 
    Before Daddy’s band played their first song, he stood up and said, “Glenda wanted to have this little party to celebrate me getting home safe from Walt Lazenby’s jail, but I want to celebrate something more special than that. My baby girl, Clover, is home. It’s almost her nineteenth birthday and that’s why I’m celebrating tonight.” 
 
    Daddy raised a mason jar of shine in a toast, and my huge family gave me a cheer. Tears rolled down my cheeks. This is where I belonged and I could feel the love surrounding me. 
 
      
 
    Daddy and his band of self-taught musicians played until about two in the morning. By then, my relatives were full of food and moonshine and they were getting tired. Some lived a good distance away and had to begin the long trek home.  
 
    As each family left, they hugged us and thanked us for the good time they had. Getting reacquainted with all my cousins after five years was the best. The ones around the same age as me had grown up so much I had to get to know them all over again. 
 
    Rufin seemed to have a good time. He was friendly to all my relatives and they were friendly back. I watched him drink a lot of shine and figured I should be the one driving my truck back to the motel. 
 
    He didn’t fuss or argue as I held my hand out for the keys. He slumped in the passenger seat and didn’t open his eyes until we parked at the motel. 
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     CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
   
 
    Tuesday, October 13th. 
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley. 
 
    Rufin’s cell rang and startled me out of a deep sleep and a good dream about my witch-boy. He was sleeping in the next bed and that was close, but not quite close enough. If I could never have Farrell, I had to have somebody. 
 
    Rufin grappled around on the nightstand for his phone and mumbled hello. “Oh, hi, Misty. No, I was awake.” 
 
    Lie. 
 
    I could only hear his side of the conversation. “Okay, sure. I’ll remember. Gilly will know where that is. I’ll call you tonight.” 
 
    By the time he finished talking, I was sitting on the side of my bed with my smokes in my hand. “Did she find out?” 
 
    Ruf nodded. “The blonde is a witch named Saffron Bleakweather.” 
 
    “I know where Violet Bleakweather lives with her brothers. Could they be her kin?” 
 
    “Might be where she’s staying. Misty said Saffron was a powerful witch and she was staying with a relative who was helping her. But that’s all she knows. She doesn’t have a location for her.” 
 
    “Violet never liked me,” I said. “She was prettier than me in high school and treated me like dirt. I punched her in the stomach when she kissed Benny Benson on the school bus.” 
 
    Rufin raised a dark eyebrow but kept his thoughts to himself. “We’ll talk to your mother and your Aunt Wenda about Violet Bleakweather at breakfast. They might know things about her.” 
 
    “Where did this Saffron witch come from?” 
 
    “She’s from N’Orlean,” said Rufin. “I’ve heard of her. Misty said Saffron followed her to Texas and has been sending her threatening notes in the mail.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” I said. “She wants the Amulet because it contains Misty’s power. She’s not after me. I’m just the person in possession of the Amulet.” 
 
    “Still,” said Ruf, “she’d do anything to get the Amulet, according to Misty, and that includes killing you, Gilly. She won’t hesitate.” 
 
    “It would help Misty if we could take Saffron out,” I said. “Gives us more incentive.” 
 
    “Besides the fact that she kidnapped your Daddy?” asked Ruf. “Isn’t that reason enough to put a stop to her evil?” 
 
    “Course, it is. Stopping evil is what we’re all about, sugar.” I gave Ruf my best smile. “Let’s get dressed and make a plan with Mama.” 
 
    Sonny followed me into the shower and hollered in my ear over the running water. “I don’t like how chummy you are with Rufin, Clover.” 
 
    “Get used to it, Sonny. I aim to get a lot chummier with him in the near future.” 
 
    I screamed my head off when the hot water turned ice cold. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Over breakfast, Rufin told Mama, Moonbeam and Aunt Wenda all about Saffron Bleakweather. She was the one who had sent the Jody clones to try to steal my Amulet, and according to the latest report from Misty, she hadn’t given up. 
 
    “The Bleakweathers were never friendly people,” said Aunt Wenda. “Standoffish and strange. They keep to themselves and rarely come into town.” 
 
    Aunt Wenda knew everybody for miles around because she worked in the post office and sorted the mail for the rural routes. A bear had killed her husband, Clint, when I was about eight years old and we never talked about it. 
 
    “Do you think they’d let kin from out of town stay with them?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll soon find out.” Aunt Wenda smiled. “I’ll send the crows. They always take the shortest route and should be back before we have the breakfast dishes done.” 
 
    Wenda stepped out the back door of our shack and blew her crow whistle. Five minutes later, a dozen of the sleekest, blackest, biggest crows in West Virginia perched on Mama’s clothesline waiting for orders. 
 
    “Joe, go see if there is a blonde witch named Saffron staying at Violet Bleakweather’s place, would you, dear?” 
 
    Caw. Caw. 
 
    A lot of flapping of wings and the murder of crows took off heading east. 
 
    “Go with them, Sonny.” I pointed at the open back door. “Do a little recon for us.” 
 
    “How far is it, Aunt Wenda?” 
 
    “Don’t be lazy, Sonny,” said Moonbeam. “You don’t have anything else on your calendar for this morning.” 
 
    “Okay, Mama. I’m going.” 
 
    He took off and I breathed a sigh of relief. My dead husband was wearing me down. 
 
    Aunt Wenda poured us all a second cup of coffee while we waited for Sonny and the return of the crows.  
 
    Rufin ran his fingers through his dark mop of hair and screwed his face up like he was trying to remember something important. 
 
    “What? Did you think of something else?” 
 
    “Misty said Saffron had a weakness and I’m trying to remember what it was.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mama stopped her clearing of the table, “that could be extremely important, Rufin, dear. Try to think of it.” 
 
    “I can’t recall it. I’ll have to call Misty back and ask her.” He stepped out onto the porch and made the call while we finished cleaning up the kitchen. 
 
    I poked my head out the door and the call had ended. “Did you find out the weakness?” 
 
    “Misty said Saffron can’t stand tight spaces. She’s claustrophobic. That’s her only weakness.” 
 
    My mind traveled instantly to an old mine shaft on the other side of our mountain. If we could lock her in there, that might finish her. Keeping that in mind, I sat down next to Rufin and lit up a smoke. I was trying my best to quit. Better for my health. 
 
      
 
    Loud cawing and a flurry of flapping wings lured us all to the back of the house. Sonny and the crows had returned. 
 
    “We found the blonde girl with her cousin Violet,” said Sonny. “Two guys were in the kitchen too. Big guys wearing overalls and plaid shirts. They looked like farmers.” 
 
    “Van and Vern,” I said. “Violet’s two older brothers. They are farmers. Pig farmers.” 
 
    “Were any more of the fake Jody warlocks with them?” asked Aunt Wenda. 
 
    “Didn’t see any,” said Sonny. “Maybe Clover turned all of them into frogs.” 
 
    “I hope there are no more,” I said. “I’m tired of this little game of grab the Amulet and I want it to be over.” 
 
    “Do you want to go after the witch now?” asked Rufin. He sat down at the head of the table. “I think we should have a plan in place first.” 
 
    We talked it over for an hour and didn’t come up with anything solid. Mama and Aunt Wenda couldn’t seem to agree with anything Rufin or I came up with. 
 
      
 
    Around noon, Daddy and Ardal came back down the mountain from the still, hungry for lunch. We all sat around the table and feasted on leftovers from the party the night before. 
 
    While we ate, we brought Daddy up to speed on everything we’d found out about Saffron Bleakweather. 
 
    “Ardal and I will go on ahead and call on Vern and Van,” said Daddy. “We’ll take a few jars of shine and loosen those boys up. Once they’re wasted they’ll be out of the picture and that will be two less to worry about. It will be a lot easier to nab the witch and put your plan into place.” 
 
    “Sure, I like it, Daddy. How long a head start do you and Ardal need?” 
 
    “Oh, a half hour to get to the farm, and then another hour of hard drinking. Give us an hour and a half, girl. We should be best buddies with the Bleakweather boys by then.” 
 
    Ardal grinned and nodded his head. He was up for an adventure. 
 
    “Daddy, don’t forget for a minute that Ardal is mundane. You have to look out for him in the presence of magick.” 
 
    “I will, and I won’t forget.” Daddy cleaned up the last bite of cherry pie on his plate and stood up. “Ready Ardal?” 
 
      
 
    After Daddy and Ardal left on their drinking mission, Rufin asked around the table to see how each of us wanted to handle Saffron. She was the root of our problems. She was the one determined to steal the Amulet, and it was her who’d sent all the clones to do the job for her. 
 
    “How did she make the clones?” asked Moonbeam. “I didn’t figure that out.” 
 
    Rufin shook his head. “I’m not sure how she managed it unless she used the undead. Restless spirits like Sonny, but the ones who had no attachments to person or place. She recruited them and put a curse on them to do her bidding.” 
 
    “But why did they all look like my neighbor in Elgin?” I asked. “How would Saffron know what Jody, my neighbor looked like?” 
 
    “I don’t have the answer to that,” said Rufin, “but if Saffron was at our house in Elgin and she scoped out Jody next door and decided to use his likeness for her clones, I can’t see the real Jody being in a safe place right now. He may be injured or dead.” 
 
    I sat and stared at Rufin. It hadn’t crossed my mind that neighbor Jody might have been unwilling and might be hurt or worse. “Someone has to go check on the real Jody.” 
 
    Rufin nodded. “Someone should.” He glanced in Sonny’s direction. He was perched on the clothesline out back chatting to the crows. 
 
    “I’ll send the crows,” said Aunt Wenda. “Austin will be a shorter distance—as the crow flies.” She giggled and stepped out the back door to dispatch her birds. 
 
    When Aunt Wenda returned, Rufin said, “Let’s talk about how we’re going to stop Saffron. I’m open for suggestions.” 
 
    “When I heard she was claustrophobic, I thought of the closed mine shaft on the other side of the mountain. What about that?” 
 
    “Good suggestion, Clover.” Mama opened the Thornheart Book of Shadows and thumbed through our tried and true spells searching for the perfect one to use on Saffron. 
 
    Aunt Wenda peered over Mama’s shoulder and said, “Stop right there, sister.” She leaned down and tapped the parchment page with a long red fingernail. “I think we should use that one.” 
 
    Ruf and I listened as Aunt Wenda read the spell aloud. We all agreed it was perfect. 
 
      
 
    Fire Road Twelve. Shadow Valley. 
 
    Cade Thornheart drove the black shine van to the Bleakweather farm in the late afternoon. When they arrived, Van and Vern were in the barn starting the chores before dinner.  
 
    The two men hurried up and down between the rows of pigpens tossing grain and vegetable slop into the troughs in front of the hogs. 
 
    The hogs squealed and pushed each other out of the way, each one wanting to be first to the trough. Just their nature. Pigs always wanted to be first to eat. 
 
    Cade shouted out a hello from the barn door. “Hey, y’all. Got time for a drink? I’m trying out a new recipe and giving out a few free samples.”  
 
    Vern glanced at him first and seemed surprised to see Cade in his barn. He strode over aggressively and snapped. “What do you want, Thornheart? You never give away free shine.” 
 
    Cade shrugged. “This is an exception. I want to know what people think of this new recipe before I go into full production.” 
 
    Vern’s brother, Van, joined them at the door and said, “I might have time to try a swig or two.” 
 
    Ardal offered each of the brothers a mason jar and the four of them sat down on bales of straw stacked against the far wall of the stinking pig barn. 
 
    After the first jars were empty, Cade offered another round and they all moved into the house. The chores were unfinished and temporarily forgotten. 
 
    Ardal took four more jars out of the case in the van and followed Cade and the two brothers into the kitchen of the big white farmhouse. 
 
    Violet stared at her brothers with anger in her eyes. “Y’all are drunk. Are the chores done?” 
 
    Vern laughed. “Sure they are. Who are you, Vi? The chores police?” 
 
    Van laughed his head off when his sister glared at him and readily accepted another jar from Ardal. 
 
    Cage eyed the tall blonde girl standing close to the stove. She was stirring a big black pot of something foul smelling. “You didn’t introduce us to your visitor.” 
 
    Vern twisted around on his chair and pointed. “This is my cousin, Saffron. Ain’t she a looker?” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Saffron,” said Cage. “How long are you staying here in Shadow Valley?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. Another day or two.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Mama and I were clearing the table after dinner when I got the text from Ardal. 
 
    “Come now. All ready for y’all.” 
 
    “Coming.” 
 
    “Ardal says to come now,” I said to Rufin.  
 
    Mama and Aunt Wenda tossed their dish towels down and whipped their aprons off. They grabbed for their wands and their besoms and they were ready to go. 
 
    Rufin and I took the truck in case we needed it and Mama and Aunt Wenda flew on ahead on their brooms. 
 
      
 
    Fire Road Twelve. Shadow Valley. 
 
    “Should I drive right up to the house?” asked Ruf as he turned my truck into the laneway of the Bleakweather farm. 
 
    “Sure. We’ll have to load her in the back of the truck. Get as close to the house as you can.” 
 
    Rufin bounced my truck up the rutty lane and parked right behind Daddy’s van.  
 
    “I’m surprised Daddy is still here.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw another vehicle. A black pickup. “That looks like Benny Benson’s truck. Why would he be here?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about Benny Benson,” Rufin’s voice was flat and hard, “but I do know you were his girlfriend in high school.” 
 
    “My feelings for him were gone a long time ago.” 
 
    Why does Rufin sound so mad at me? 
 
    “Sometimes I forget how young you are, Gillette. I have to remind myself.” 
 
    “What has my age got to do with anything?” 
 
    “You figure it out.” Rufin shut off the engine and hopped out of the truck. He headed for the porch of the farmhouse and I had to run to catch up. 
 
    “Wait for me. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Rufin knocked on the door and the surprise on Violet’s face when she let us in was priceless. 
 
    Benny sat at the table like he belonged there and after Violet asked us why we were paying her a visit, she sat down right next to Benny. Her chair was close to Benny’s chair. Very close. 
 
    Vern and Van were both drunk. They’d passed out and were snoring in their chairs at the table. 
 
    Now I get it. Benny didn’t want to be a couple. He wasn’t pining for me for five years because I was his dream girl. He was lying his fucking face off and spying on me for Violet and her witch bitch cousin.  
 
    Anger surged through my body and flew out my mouth in the form of a curse. I had never cursed anyone in my whole life and here I was laying the first one on Benny Benson. My high school sweetheart. 
 
      
 
    Trickery dickery dock 
 
    Your treachery is but a crock 
 
    Show your true self 
 
    And become a stone elf 
 
    Sit in the garden  
 
    Until your lies I pardon 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    I shouted out my spell at the lying, cheating, spying, Benny Benson and while I was finishing, Violet tried her best to stop me. She didn’t want her lover to be cursed. Shouting obscenities at me, she ran across the kitchen waving a cleaver in the air.  
 
    Ardal stuck his foot out in front of her to slow her down. Violet tripped over Ardal’s foot, let out a holler and fell on her face, the blade of the cleaver sinking deep into her throat as she fell on it. Blood gushed across the kitchen floor like the flooding of the Red River in spring in Manitoba. Deep red blood pooled around the smiling stone gnome at the end of the table. 
 
    With a furious gust of wind, Mama and Aunt Wenda flew in through the open kitchen window and landed on their besoms in the center of the table.   
 
    In true twin fashion, they cast their spell in unison on Saffron. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the night and morn 
 
    Blood be spilled and flesh be torn 
 
    With blackened heart you can’t escape 
 
    The wrath I summon makes you quake 
 
    I curse your eyes 
 
    I curse your lies 
 
    Your thieving ways end this day 
 
    I take you now to make you pay 
 
    The hour is done 
 
    The spell is spun 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Mama and Wenda pointed their wands at Saffron. Blue and green sparks mingled together as they flew through the air and surrounded the blonde witch. She shivered twice and crumpled to the floor in a heap. 
 
    Rufin was there to scoop her up and carry her outside. Daddy opened the door for Rufin and Ardal ran to the truck and flipped the tailgate down. 
 
    Rufin shoved Saffron’s limp body into the load bed of my truck and slammed the tailgate shut. 
 
    I slid behind the wheel and waited for Rufin and Ardal to pile in. Mama and Aunt Wenda stowed their brooms in the back of the van and rode with Daddy. 
 
    We all knew where we were headed. 
 
      
 
    Dark Side of Shadow Mountain. 
 
    The road to the old mine had a barricade at the end. I stopped the truck and waited while Ruf and Ardal hopped out and removed the blockage. 
 
    My headlights illuminated a narrow path overgrown with weeds and scrub bushes. The foliage would die off when colder weather came, but for right now, the track was obscured by the greenery that had sprung up over the summer. 
 
    Changing into four wheel drive, I forged ahead trying to remember the way to the mine we had played in when we were kids. A dangerous place to play, and we were forbidden to come here, but I had been here many times playing hide and seek. Breaking rules was a specialty of mine.  
 
    “You seem to know how to get to this mine,” said Rufin. “You’ve been here before?” 
 
    “A couple of times. It’s harder to find in the dark. I think the path takes a left up ahead and then it’s not far.” I was right and we did veer to the left. I followed the road around and there in the headlights, was the boarded up entrance to the old mine.  
 
    I left the truck headlights on so we could see what we were doing. Rufin retrieved Saffron from the back of the truck and carried her towards the mine entrance. 
 
    Daddy parked the van behind my truck and he and Mama and Aunt Wenda caught up.  
 
    “You can’t get in with all the boards there,” said Daddy. A big ‘KEEP OUT’ sign caught my eye. 
 
    “I’ll remove the barrier,” said Mama. 
 
      
 
    Keeper of the gate beware 
 
    I need to pass with cause and care 
 
    Grant me access 
 
    Hear my call 
 
    Boards and nails 
 
    You may now fall 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Mama repeated her spell quickly three times and then tapped the old, weathered boards once with her wand. Sparks flew up in a cloud and when the blue mist cleared the boards were gone. 
 
    I took the flashlight out of the glove box of my truck and led the way inside the mine looking for the perfect spot to stash Saffron. 
 
    From the main space at the front of the mine, narrow branches ran off in four or five directions like the arms of an octopus. 
 
    “Try this one,” said Daddy and he trudged down the shaft to his right carrying Saffron. He grunted a little as Saffron became heavier. 
 
    “Pick a narrow confining spot,” said Rufin. “A spot where her phobia will kick in. She terrorized Gilly across seven states and I don’t want her getting out of here and coming back for round two.” 
 
    “How about there?” Daddy was breathing heavily holding onto Saffron and he needed to put her down. He indicated a narrow crevice where her body might fit and Rufin agreed. 
 
    “Uh huh. Roll her in there and we’ll shove these rocks up against her. 
 
    Daddy laid Saffron’s lifeless body in the dirt, then knelt down and shoved her into the crevice. Mice and rats chattered and scurried out of the way to make room for her. A few more grunts and pushes and she was in the crevice as far as she could go. 
 
    I held the light while Rufin and Daddy rolled boulders into place to block the opening. 
 
    If her dark magick is strong, I don’t think that will hold her. 
 
    “That should do it,” said Daddy. “Let’s get out of here. I want to go home and rest my weary bones.” 
 
    Once we were all out of the mine, Aunt Wenda reversed the spell and put the barricade back up, so no one else could get into the mine. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Reverse the spell and do it soon 
 
    Restore the boards and block the way 
 
    Let no one in any day 
 
    Let no one out 
 
    Let no one in 
 
    Evil Saffron queen of clones 
 
    Now you spend your days alone 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Aunt Wenda finished her spell and we were all done at the mine. With Saffron out of the way there should be no more trouble. The Amulet was safe. 
 
    I led the way back to the road hoping that was the last we’d seen of Saffron Bleakweather.  
 
    The Amulet around my neck was glowing and it was warm against my skin. Maybe it was trying to tell me something.  
 
    I touched it and smiled. 
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     CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
   
 
    Wednesday, October 14th. 
 
      
 
    Benson Motel. Shadow Valley. 
 
    When we were all packed up, I took the room keys to the office and placed them on the counter in front of Mrs. Benson. 
 
    “Have you seen Benny, dear? He didn’t come home last night. Sometimes he does stay at the farm with Violet, but he usually calls me.” She smiled. “They make such a cute couple, don’t you think?” 
 
    “They do, and I wish them all the best. I hope they’re very happy together.” 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mountain. 
 
    Tears trickled down Mama’s face as she put the finishing touches on our last big breakfast. 
 
    “Please don’t cry, Mama. We’re only going down to Florida for a while, then we’ll come back and visit you on the way home to Texas.” 
 
    “You promise, Clover? I just got used to having you back home and now you’re leaving again.” 
 
    “Moonbeam has things to do in Florida that can’t wait. We need to take care of them right away.” 
 
    “I’m not going back in my grave, Mama,” hollered Sonny. “It’s not happening.” 
 
    “Do you have a picture of your dearly departed husband, Clover?” asked Aunt Wenda. “I’d love to see what he looked like in his human form.” 
 
    “His picture was on my phone, but Sonny ruined my phone and I lost that picture.” 
 
    “I believe I have one,” said Moonbeam. She flipped through her pictures and showed Sonny’s smiling face around the table. 
 
    “Oh, my, wasn’t he the handsome one,” said Mama. “I bet the ladies flocked to him.” 
 
    “They certainly did,” and I added, “and not in a good way.” 
 
    Perched on top of the woodstove, Sonny chuckled. He loved being the center of attention. 
 
    After breakfast, we said goodbye to my family on the porch. Daddy had said goodbye to me as soon as he’d eaten, and he went to the still to hang out. He wasn’t good at goodbyes. 
 
    Mama walked me to the truck and gave me the picnic lunch she’d packed for us. “Please don’t stay away five years this time, Clover. I couldn’t bear it.” 
 
    I hugged her and felt the frailness of her thin body. “I won’t Mama. And I’ll call you now that I have a new phone.” 
 
    Rufin slid behind the wheel and took the first shift on the drive to Florida. The weather would be turning chilly in West Virginia soon and it was the perfect time to be heading to the sunny south. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back the tears as I waved to Mama and Aunt Wenda on the porch.  
 
    Pete’s head hung out the back window and he howled as he had to leave Alice and Porky behind. I had begged Sonny to leave Pete here where he was happy and had the free run of the mountain and he refused. Making himself happy was more important than Pete’s happiness. I stored that bit of information away for future reference. 
 
      
 
    Bluefield. West Virginia. 
 
    At our first rest stop of the day, Rufin received a call from Misty. She had driven out to Elgin to check on Jody Smith, my neighbor, and found him tied up on his kitchen floor. 
 
    Saffron Bleakweather had cast a spell on Jody because he was someone I would recognize. She’d stolen his likeness for the undead she was controlling to do her bidding. Thinking I would let the clones close to me because they looked like Jody, someone I knew, she came close to succeeding in her plot to steal the Amulet. 
 
    Misty removed the spell Jody was under and erased his memory so he would have no after effects from what had happened to him. She also made sure he was physically unharmed from his ordeal. 
 
    “He may be a little weird,” I said, “and I think he’s doing something not completely legal, but he didn’t deserve to be treated like that.” 
 
    “It’s a wonder he survived after being tied up in his kitchen so long,” said Ardal. 
 
    “Uh huh. It’s a wonder. I’m happy Misty helped him.” 
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     EPILOGUE 
 
   
 
    Holly LaLonde pled guilty to aiding and abetting warlocks that no one could find in the kidnapping and confinement of my Daddy, Cade Thornheart. 
 
    Holly served thirty days in the Shadow Valley jail and survived on fried baloney, eggs, and gravy. 
 
    He was released when his time was served and went home to his wife, Gail. 
 
      
 
    Violet Bleakweather’s death was reported in the Shadow Valley Gazette as a horrendous kitchen accident. 
 
    On the Bleakweather farm, Violet was buried out behind the pigpen by her two older brothers, Van, and Vern. 
 
    With only close relatives in attendance, her brothers said a few kind words about their sister, then they filled in the hole and placed a stone garden gnome on her grave instead of a headstone. 
 
      
 
    Benny Benson was reported missing but was never found. His parents are still searching for him and hoping he’ll come back home to the motel. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Walt Lazenby lost the election in November and was replaced by a far better man. The new sheriff, my Daddy, Cade Thornheart, won by a landslide. 
 
  
 
  
   
    I sincerely hope you enjoyed A is for Amulet, the first book in my new series – The Moonbeam Chronicles – The A B C’s of Witchery. If you have a moment to leave a quick rating or review on Amazon, I’d love to know what you thought and I’m sure other readers would too. 
 
      
 
    The next book in this series is B is for Boline, Book # 2.  Find it on  Amazon. 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to be kept in the loop on my release dates and  
 
    receive my newsletter, subscribe here: Mailing list   
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