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      She walked in with the bags of groceries slung over her arm and immediately knew something about the house was off.

      Fiona carried her groceries into the galley kitchen and dropped the bags on the butcher-block countertop. The day’s mail sat in a neat stack atop the bread box. She sorted through it and rolled her eyes in disgust. Bills, bills, and more bills—most with bright red lettering that meant “past due and in need of immediate attention.”

      “What are they going to turn off now, Elliot? The water, the cable, or the gas?” she mumbled to herself as she glanced around the living room for her husband, who’d beaten her home. His car was in the drive, he’d collected the mail, and the television was blasting a baseball game, but he was nowhere in sight.

      Fiona dropped her keys on the hall table with her purse and glanced down the broad, carpeted expanse toward the light coming from their bedroom. She kicked off her shoes and headed in that direction. What was he doing in the bedroom when he had the TV on out here?

      Her mouth fell open in shock when she saw the answer. Her husband, Elliot Clegg, was sprawled naked on his back across their king-size bed with his young blonde assistant, Lindsey, astraddle his crotch, riding him like a jockey at the Belmont Stakes.

      “What the hell is going on here, Elliot?” Fiona managed in an awkward squeak as she stepped into the room.

      She watched as her husband tossed the naked blonde off his wilting erection onto the other side of the bed—Fiona’s side of the bed—and jumped to his feet. “What are you doing home, Fi? I didn’t expect you ‘til later this afternoon.”

      Fiona glared at the young woman, who scrambled to find her clothing. “That’s obvious,” she said and flung open the closet doors to rummage for her bags.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Fi?” Elliot demanded when his wife began pulling her clothes from the hangers and stuffing them into the bags.

      “Something I should have done a long time ago, Elliot.”

      Elliot grabbed Fiona’s arm with a dark, suntanned hand. “She doesn’t mean anything to me, Fiona,” he said, “I was just blowing off a little steam.”

      Fiona watched Lindsey’s mouth fall open as the blonde stared at Elliot. “Oh, yah,” Fiona snarled as she zipped one bag and went into the bathroom to scoop toiletries and makeup into the other one, “and I bet I know what the little blonde twat was blowing.”

      Elliot let out a long breath. “Where do you think you’re going to go, Fiona?” he asked. “There’s no money in the bank, and the cards are maxed out again. You won’t be able to get a hotel.”

      “So, what’s new about that?” She glared at her husband of twenty years, who stood in the bathroom doorway. “Don’t worry about me, Elliot. I got paid today.”

      “But that money has to go toward the house payment, electric bill, and —”

      “And you’re on your own with that now, Elliot,” Fiona said with a shrug as she pushed past her husband into the bedroom, where Lindsey was slipping her stockinged feet into a pair of very expensive pumps. “Maybe you can get the blonde twat here to cover your bills for you like I’ve been doing for the past twenty years.” Fiona kicked the left Prada from Lindsey’s manicured reach. “I’m sure I paid for those, too,” she said to the glowering blonde, “but they look too big for my feet, so you can keep them.” Fiona tossed the shoe back at the wide-eyed young woman. “You can keep him, too.”

      

      With both bags in her hands and tears stinging her eyes, Fiona grabbed her purse and keys. “I’ll come for the rest of my things in a few days,” she choked out over her shoulder before stepping out into the bright Louisiana sunshine.

      Frustrated tears streamed down Fiona’s face as she drove into St. Elizabeth. What was she supposed to do now? School would be out for the summer in a few weeks. What was she supposed to do with her summer? She certainly wouldn’t be working at Clegg Marine, Elliot’s fancy boat dealership—without a salary—the way she had every summer and holiday since it had opened.
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      Fiona stared at the bright moon casting a glow over the rippling, dark waters of Black Bayou as she sat on a log and washed the soft, cool mud from between her bare toes.

      The cool water felt good on her tired feet. It had been another long day at her shop, The Bread of Life Book Store and Coffee Shoppe, in St. Elizabeth, Louisiana. The town sat on the bank of the large Black Bayou and had been there since settlers from Canada had made their way south down the river systems at the time of the Louisiana Purchase in the early eighteenth century. Fiona was one of the Black Bayou Witches, though she’d never been allowed to develop her talents.

      Fiona flinched when she heard a large cat scream in the wooded swampland across the black-topped road from where she sat. Panthers were said to roam those woods, though Fiona had never seen one. Many things Fiona had never seen were supposed to roam the swamplands around Black Bayou—things she never wanted to see.

      “I suppose I’d better get going before you decide to show yourself,” Fiona said to herself and the elusive panther as she pushed her tired fifty-five-year-old body up off the log and slipped back into her cheap but comfortable shoes.

      “Elliot’s blonde twat can keep her damned Pradas. They weren’t made for someone who stands on her feet all day anyhow.” Fiona inhaled the sweet, jasmine-scented breeze as she stepped up onto the warm asphalt road. The tall cypresses moved in the breeze, and Fiona could hear the branches creak the way her knees did as they moved.

      Something else grabbed her attention, and Fiona jerked her head to stare back into the dark woods. It wasn’t the cat, she was certain. This felt very different to Fiona. She reached out with her DuBois senses to attempt to find the origin, but it eluded her.

      Annette DuBois, Fiona’s late mother, had been born a member of one of the original founding families of St. Elizabeth—the DuBois. The family had fled France in the sixteenth century to escape the Inquisition and then fled Canada for the same reason in the eighteenth. The Church’s hounds could be relentless when they caught a scent.

      The DuBois and the Rubidoux had settled in the remote wilds around Black Bayou along with a few other magical families. Some who’d traveled from Canada had migrated on to New Orleans or the Caribbean Islands to settle and practice their beliefs. They were families of natural witches who still practiced the old goddess-based religion of Europe and could collect power from the living world around them. This had drawn the attention of the Inquisition in Europe, and in fear for their lives, the families had fled their homes in France for the freedom and safety of the New World across the Atlantic.

      This was Fiona’s heritage—something in her genes—but she’d been forbidden by her father, Arthur Carlisle, to study and practice her abilities. Her mother had begged and pleaded with her husband to at least give her daughter the basics, so she wouldn’t harm herself or others with her abilities, but Arthur had stood firm, and Annette had given her daughter very little tutoring.

      Fiona could sense the living world around her to a finer degree than others, but she had no idea how to use it to her or any other’s advantage.

      She had gotten her first period when she was twelve, and along with the changes in her body had come the first inkling of her natural abilities. Fiona had realized she could sense things others around her could not. She could sense the cricket crawling up Sister Mary Joseph’s black habit as she sat bored in history class and the neighbor’s cat in the tree outside her window. She could also sense the little frog the cat was hunting.

      Fiona had been thrilled when she realized she could warn the little frog of the danger or urge the cricket to move faster up the sister’s habit until the nun jumped to her feet screaming in an effort to rid herself of the creature.

      Books had been Fiona’s solace as a child. She'd had a library card at St. Elizabeth’s Public Library and checked out books on every subject. She had been thrilled when she found a section on witchcraft in the library, but after reading only two books on the subject, she had realized they’d been written by charlatans who knew nothing about the subject of real magic.

      She'd continued to experiment, and one afternoon when the class bully, Susan Waters, had begun to torment Fiona about belonging to one of the notorious witch families in St. Elizabeth, she had reached out and punched the hateful girl with everything she had. She hadn't used her fist, however, and this punch wouldn’t leave a physical mark. Fiona had punched the bully with the force she’d gathered within herself. The girl had fallen to the floor holding her head and writhed in pain.

      “You’re just jealous you can’t do that,” Fiona had whispered to the girl rolling and slobbering on the classroom floor.

      “She used her witchcraft on me, Sister,” Susan had called to Sister Mary Joseph as she pulled herself to her feet using her classroom desk. “She’s an evil witch like the ones you warn us about, Sister, and she should be burned at the stake or hung.”

      The nun had grabbed Fiona. She’d taught at St. Agnes’s for decades and had heard the stories about the witches of the Black Bayou. “What horrible spell did you cast on poor Susan, Fiona?” The nun had held her crucifix up the way Fiona had seen people do in old vampire movies to ward off evil.

      Fiona had laughed at the ridiculousness of it. She couldn’t help herself. She'd bared her eye teeth like fangs and hissed at the woman warding herself with the crucifix.

      “Get to the Father’s office, witch,” the Sister had ordered and pointed to the door with her gnarled, trembling finger.

      The old priest who ran the school had given Fiona three swats with a wooden paddle and ordered her to recite a dozen Hail Marys every night for a month.

      “Your Goddess Mary won’t listen to my prayer, Father,” Fiona had taunted the old man with a grin. “She’s afraid of mine.”

      The Priest’s mouth had fallen open. He’d expelled Fiona for the remainder of the term and called her father to come and pick her up. Arthur Carlisle had not been happy. He’d beaten Fiona with his belt, restricted her to her room, and called her every vile name that had come to his mind.

      Her mother had been more forgiving. Annette had just begun to show the first signs of the disease that would take her life in four years—ovarian cancer. “What did you do to that girl exactly, Fiona?”

      Fiona didn’t have the words to explain what she’d done to the obnoxious bully. “I punched with my power,” she’d finally said in explanation.

      Annette had grinned. “You realize you could have hurt her badly by doing that.”

      “I meant to hurt her badly,” Fiona had said, “but I think I only gave her a headache.”

      Annette had arched her brow and grinned at her daughter with pride. “A headache that might last a very long time.”

      “Good. Maybe she’ll leave me alone now.”

      Annette had smiled at her daughter. “I’m sure she will, sweetheart, but you must learn to control your temper.” Annette had taken Fiona in her arms. “I wish I could teach you what you need to know,” she’d told her daughter with a sigh, “but your father has forbidden me.” Annette had frowned. “And taunting that insipid old priest was probably a mistake, too.” She'd winked then, and Fiona had known her mother wasn’t angry with her.

      “Why, Mama? Why can’t I learn the DuBois magic?”

      “You know about the people who live out on the island, right?”

      “The Rubidoux,” Fiona had said with a nod of her red head, “the bad witches.”

      “That’s why.” Annette had stood and left Fiona’s room without elaborating.

      Fiona had glanced out at the empty spot in the Bayou where the Rubidoux Island had once stood and the waves lapping at the pavement caused by the water that had risen since the island’s sinking two years ago.

      A schism had come between the two families, and the Rubidoux had moved to the island at some point early in the history of St. Elizabeth, but Fiona hadn’t had a clear understanding about it at that early age. Her father, a staunch Catholic, had forbidden her mother to associate with her family or induct Fiona into the practices of the DuBois.

      It was common practice for a man to change his name to DuBois when he married a woman from that family, but Arthur Carlisle had refused and had insisted Fiona be given his name at her birth. Annette had agreed, and although she’d never changed her name to her husband’s, Fiona was christened Fiona Elizabeth Carlisle at St. Agnes’s Catholic Church a month after her birth.

      Her furious father had all but disowned her when Fiona took legal steps after her mother’s death and she’d come of legal age to change her name to DuBois. She’d wanted to honor the woman she knew regretted keeping her from her family heritage and who had slipped her books by authors who knew what they were writing about when she could.

      Fiona came back to the present and stepped to the side of the road when she saw the lights of a car come up behind her. “Damnit,” she swore when her canvas sneakers sunk into soupy, black mud.

      The vehicle stopped, and Fiona heard the whir of an electric window coming down. She turned her head to see the handsome face of Deputy Charlie Broussard smiling at her from his Parish Police vehicle.

      “What you doin’ out so far from home this late, Cher?” he asked in the good-natured tone he always had with Fiona.

      She knew he was sweet on her but had never encouraged the man. Elliot had been more than enough for Fiona, and she hadn’t pursued another relationship after her separation and contentious divorce.

      “I just needed some air after a long day in the shop,” she answered in reply, “and decided to take a walk.”

      Charlie rolled his big brown eyes. “A long walk,” he said. “Hop on in and let the Parish give you a ride back home before a moc jumps out of the bayou and bites ya or, worse yet, a big gator.”

      “I don’t mind the walk, Charlie, really, I don’t.” Fiona hoped he’d go on his way and leave her to her walk. “It’s such a pretty night with the full moon and all.” When his face fell, and she heard the cat scream again, Fiona relented. “All right, Charlie, thanks.” She went around the front of the car to the passenger side, opened the door, and slid inside the car. It smelled like upholstery vinyl, spilled coffee, and vomit. “I don’t worry much about snakes or gators, but that big cat sounds close.”

      “Ain’t heard tell of no sightins of a cat,” he said as he put the vehicle into gear and stepped on the gas, “but I wouldn’t be surprised. My granddaddy used to say the swamp was full of big black ones. He’d never let us boys go out there without our rifles.”

      Fiona smiled. She’d heard many stories about Charlie’s sage granddaddy. “You ever see one?”

      Charlie chuckled. “Nary a one,” he said with a grin on his clean-shaven face, “but we did see a wolf once, and my brother shot a bear up by one of the old DuBois field houses when we were in high school.”

      “Really?” Fiona sighed. “There aren’t many of those in the area anymore or wolves, either.”

      “Only if you don’t count Roogaroo,” he said with a chuckle, using the bastardized Cajun name for werewolf rather than the French Loup Garrou.

      “Indeed,” Fiona said with a nervous grin. As a DuBois, Fiona was all too familiar with werewolves and how they became what they were. The family had suffered personal losses at the hands of the Rubidoux and the Loup Garrou curse a few years earlier.

      Charlie cleared his throat. “I forgot,” he said, equally nervous. “I guess you’d know about all that stuff bein’ you’re—”

      “A DuBois?” Fiona said. “And a wicked witch?” She grinned and wiggled her fingers in the deputy’s direction.

      “You’re no Rubidoux, Fiona,” Charlie was quick to counter, “and I meant no disrespect.”

      “But my father is a Rubidoux bastard,” she sighed, “and everybody in this town knows it.”

      “And not a person in town holds it against you, Fiona, or him.”

      “He does,” Fiona said with a snort, “and he’s never let me forget I have evil Rubidoux blood running in my veins.”

      “But your sweet mama was DuBois,” Charlie said as he turned into the small gravel lot in front of The Bread of Life Book Store and Coffee Shoppe.

      “Thanks for the ride home, Charlie,” Fiona said as she opened the door of the big Tahoe, painted in the parish brown and gold.

      Charlie surprised her when he got out and walked her to the door. He stood in silence while she dug into the back pocket of her jeans and took out the key to the glass door.

      “You’re more than welcome, Fiona,” the deputy said before taking her head into his hand, pulling her toward him, and leaning down for a kiss.

      She should have known that was coming. Fiona leaned into the kiss and parted her lips to allow Charlie’s tongue in to probe her mouth. He tasted like the Coke he’d just swallowed, and Fiona wondered what the last thing she’d eaten had been and how she tasted to the tall, handsome deputy.

      She and Charlie were the same age and had attended high school together but run in different circles. He’d been a jock and run with the other football players and cheerleaders. Fiona had been more of a nerd and written for the school paper.

      She’d had a piece of chocolate cupcake after she’d closed and washed it down with a glass of ice water. Her breath couldn’t be too bad.

      Fiona had to admit she was enjoying Charlie’s embrace and the kiss, but when one of his hands moved to caress her breast, she pulled away.

      I might let you have a kiss, big boy, but don’t get ahead of yourself and expect to cop a feel, too.

      “I’d better get in for the night, Charlie,” she said and pushed on the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow for coffee.”

      “I’m off tomorrow,” he said. “Me and Rex are takin’ the boat out with a couple of buddies from the St. Martinsville department. The Crappies are supposed to be bitin’.” He gave her a hopeful grin. “But I can stop by after, if you want.”

      Fiona smiled, reached up, and planted a quick kiss on Charlie’s stubbled cheek. “See you tomorrow then,” she said and closed the door before he could reply or she could change her mind.

      He’d probably thought she was going to invite him in for more. Fiona smiled to herself. It had been a while since her nether regions were seen to by a man. Maybe she should have. She turned the lock on the door as Charlie pulled out onto the street. Maybe next time, Charlie.

      With a long, frustrated sigh, Fiona checked the alarm and made her way up the stairs to her apartment—her sanctuary from the world.

      The red brick building had been built as a mercantile sometime in a former century, and the second story had been used for storage. It had a large wrought-iron freight elevator, but Fiona seldom used it. The thing rattled and clanked, and she’d had it serviced and inspected, but it scared her, and Fiona used the stairs—even for the heavy boxes of books and supplies she stored at the rear of the loft.

      She stopped on the landing and opened the door to her apartment. “Home at last,” she said into the dark room before reaching inside to flip on the light switch. Five bright, white bulbs bloomed into life in the black iron fixture hanging in the center of the space between her kitchen and queen-size bed with its black wrought-iron headboard. Fiona had furnished the kitchen with stainless-steel appliances and rustic cypress cabinets topped with gray granite counter tops, and she’d labored for hours to clean the dirt and grime from the cypress planks of the floor. Now they glowed in the fixture’s light and looked perfect with the white she’d used on the old brick walls.

      The building had been boarded up and unused for decades. When her Aunt Ruby DuBois had heard about her separation from Elliot and her desire to start a business, she’d offered the building to Fiona for a ridiculously low price and on terms she could afford. Fiona had spent her summer turning the old building into first a livable space and then The Bread of Life.

      She and her father, a retired contractor, had ripped out the stained and grimy toilet and sink from the upstairs bathroom that had been the ‘Coloreds Only’ bathroom for the building in the bad ol’ days of the racially divided Deep South and replaced them with a bright white claw-foot tub with antiqued fixtures, toilet, and pedestal sink with fixtures to match the tub.

      Arthur Carlisle had worked for meals at Le Petite Paris Café with Fiona and a few dollars, and she’d used the credit on her Home Depot card to purchase supplies.

      She’d painted the inside walls a soft green that set off the golden cypress floor and red brick of the outside wall. The small window set high in the brick above the tub, she left bare for the light it offered during the day. A light bar with the same glass globes as the fixture in the living area had been mounted over an oval mirror above the sink. It was a delightful room in which to relax after a long day in the shop.

      After her bath, Fiona went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of Clairvoux Brewery’s white zin she kept there. She filled a glass and carried it to the set of French doors that led out to the balcony she had suspended over the narrow alley.

      A striped canvas shade covered the space and kept the sun and rain off her wicker patio furniture. The balcony served as Fiona’s living area after she closed for the night. A string of three-inch bare glass bulbs lit the cozy space. Fiona sat with her glass of wine and imagined herself on a patio in the French Quarter with a jazz band playing in the distance somewhere and carriages pulled by elegant horses rolling by. She took a deep breath and inhaled the rich scents of decaying vegetation around the bayou in the distance and the blooming mimosas across the alley below.

      “Now, this is heaven,” she said to herself and sipped her wine. “I don’t know what you’re doing tonight, Elliot, or who you’re doing it with, but I don’t need you, and don’t give a flying fuck anymore.”

      From beneath the willowy branches of a mimosa below the balcony, a set of eyes stared up at the lights and the redheaded woman.

      “You shouldn’t have given yourself away tonight with the use of your vile magic, witch,” a voice mumbled in the darkness. “Now I’ve found you, and I’ll have my revenge. You won’t get away with what you’ve put me and those I love through.”
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      It was unusually busy for a Wednesday evening in The Bread of Life.

      Fiona rang up another sale and counted back change to her customer. The bell above the door chimed, and she looked up to see Charlie walk in with his partner Rex and two other men she didn’t recognize. If Fiona hadn’t known already, their sunburned faces and arms would have told her the men had spent their day beneath the Louisiana sun in a boat on the water of Black Bayou. She smiled and picked up the coffee pot as they took their seats.

      “Coffee for you fellas?” she asked as she filled Charlie’s cup.

      One of the men Fiona didn’t know stared at her body as she moved around the table filling cups. He made her uncomfortable.

      “Coffee’s fine,” he said as she filled his cup, “unless you have something else to offer a fella.” Fiona flinched away when she felt the man’s big hand on her behind. She could smell beer on his breath and glared at Charlie.

      “I have people at the counter,” she said. “If you need any more, you guys know where the pot is.”

      “No problem, Fi,” Charlie said with an apologetic shrug.

      “That the hottie you said was all over you last night, Charlie?” Fiona heard the other man she didn’t know say as she walked away.

      “She’s a little old for my taste, but pussy is pussy. A man takes it where he can find it,” the man who’d put his hand on her behind added with a drunken chuckle.

      All over you, huh? A grin spread across Fiona’s face. Fishing in the hot sun with cold beer in the cooler. She bet that cooler was empty of beer now.

      Charlie touched her shoulder before she got back to the counter. “I’m sorry, Fiona,” he said, “Earl can be an ass when he’s been drinkin’.”

      “And some get mouthy and tell stories about things that never really happened.”

      Charlie grinned and shrugged. “You know how it is when guys are together out in a boat … with beer.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she said with a sigh as she watched a man at the door struggling with a heavy box. “Can you get the door for that gentleman, Charlie? I need to put this coffee back on the burner before it gets cold.”

      “Sure, Fi,” he said and turned toward the door. “I got it.”

      Fiona returned the pot to the machine, put fresh grounds in the paper filter, and pressed brew. The machine hissed and soon the aroma of fresh coffee filled the shop.

      “Are you the proprietress, madam?” a distinguished gentleman with snow-white hair and wire-rimmed glasses asked as he set the box on the counter and began removing books.

      “I am,” she said and offered her hand. “I’m Fiona DuBois. How can I be of assistance?” She was surprised to find the man’s pale hand so cool. She glanced out the door to see it had turned dark. Perhaps the temperature had fallen more than usual along with the sun and the promised rain was on the way.

      “I’ve been told you might be willing to carry the titles of local authors here in your lovely shop.” His tone was cordial and sophisticated—not something Fiona was accustomed to in St. Elizabeth. She caught a hint of a European or northeastern accent when he spoke. She thought she knew all the local writers. She hosted a critique group on Tuesdays and though he looked familiar, Fiona didn’t think he was one of her regulars.

      He handed her one of the books from the stack he’d taken from the box. Fiona’s eyes went wide when she saw the author’s name on the cover—Marcus Lourdes—an internationally best-selling author of gothic horror.

      She stared at the man and gave herself a mental kick for not recognizing the author. “I already have your books on my shelves, sir,” she said with a nervous grin. “I get them through your publisher’s distribution network, and I believe I have them all in stock.”

      Lourdes smiled and pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. “You don’t have these, madam. I assure you. They are some of my early work and manuscripts publishers turned down for publication.”

      “It’s hard to believe any publisher would turn down your work, sir,” Fiona said as she studied one of the colorful covers.
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