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Roxy














The glass spell jars clanked together ominously as the box jostled on the trip down the stairs. 


This wasn’t the first—or twentieth—time, I entertained the idea of doing a little hex against my sleazy slumlord who still hadn’t fixed the elevator. 


But that would mean I’d have to not only take his name out of the freezer—where I’d tossed it so he would no longer darken my doorstep with some insane comments about how witches must be better in bed because we could cast spells to intensify pleasure—but I’d actually have to collect some of his hair, blood, or spit. Not to mention procure more mustard seeds, peppercorns, vinegar, and graveyard dirt. 


It sounded like a lot of work for a hex just because I had to use the stairs instead of the elevator a time or two a week. Since the only time I really left my apartment anymore was to fill the spell box that was situated directly out front of my building. 


Sure, most witches did one-on-one spell work. But, to be honest, that just sounded exhausting. 


It was much easier just to make a few generic spells—for love, career, beauty, etc.—bottle them up and set them inside a cabinet full of little boxes whose doors would unlock once you made your selection and paid.


No, it was no get-rich-quick scheme. But it kept my fridge and cabinets full and paid for my many video streaming subscriptions as well as my borderline problematic online shopping addiction.


The jars knocked together as I set the box on the ground. I winced, remembering the one time I’d been a little too careless, making the glass jars break, and combining a love spell and a hex spell with hilariously disastrous consequences. 


A trio of dogs had stepped in the puddles with their bare paws, leading to them barking and snarling at one another whilst simultaneously trying to start a K9 orgy as their harried dog walker tried to separate them while still keeping control of their increasingly tangled leashes. 


Then there was the time when I’d decided to try plastic spell jars. And I didn’t realize the ingredients in the jars were volatile enough to actually melt the plastic, which made all of the spells leak, combine, and seep all over the box. 


The local mailman had gotten a triple dose of a confidence spell. It led to all the mail on his route being hopelessly late as he fell in love with his reflection in every shop window, making kissy faces, turning around to check out his own rear end, and asking people passing by to take his picture as he put himself in increasingly amusing poses. Including one where he’d hauled himself up on a stone wall on his belly, legs up, ankles crossed, finger touching his pouted lips in a full-on coquette pose.


The worst part of both incidents, of course, being that I had to clean up said messes as well as make more batches of the spells. 


This was definitely one of those ‘an ounce of prevention’ sort of situations. 


“Hey, Roxy,” a voice called as I stuck a communication spell in its box. 


Turning, I saw another witch, this one much more ambitious than I was, opening up her small spell shop right next to my building. 


Sora was well known in the area for her scarily accurate tarot readings and her incredibly potent, but overall harmless, heartbreak hexes.


Some of my favorites were a hex on a cheater whose ex hexed him with perpetual bedhead, another that cursed him with never being able to wear a sweater that wasn’t itchy, and one that made it so that the guy could never find a set of matching socks, no matter how many new sets he bought.


Sora was tall and lithe with gleaming black hair that I felt must have been magicked because it seemed unnaturally perfect. Though, judging by her unfairly beautiful face, maybe she was just one of those women who won the looks lottery. 


“Hey Sora. Curse anyone with squeaky shoes lately?” I asked.


“Hey, I like that one,” she said, smiling as she set out her chalkboard that listed her services and prices. “Sold out already?”


“It seems like it was a smart business move on my part to bank on people being lazy and cheap,” I said, waving toward my prices. 


Sure, you got what you paid for. And if you really wanted strong or lasting results, you spent the time and money to go to someone like Sora. 


But my spells worked in a pinch.


“And you get to sit on your couch and order takeout,” she said, turning to smile at a trio of young women who stepped into her shop. 


They would likely walk out an hour from now sporting new gemstones in rope necklace holders and excitedly chatting about trying out their new tarot cards. You didn’t have to be a witch to get signs from the universe through the cards. And store owners like Sora stocked cases upon cases of all the different decks to appeal to different tastes. Then made sure to slip a flyer into their bags, informing them of tarot reading classes available at the store.


“If you ever want to take a break, you’re welcome to build a box next to mine,” I said, settling the final ‘locator’ spell for beloved lost items in the box. 


“Believe me, sometimes I’m tempted,” she said, but turned to look at her shop that had been passed down from witch to witch for three generations. “But I have a legacy to uphold,” she said, giving me a little wave, her many gemstone rings catching the light, then disappearing inside to try to make some sales. 


I was still moving inside of my building when I saw someone walk up to my box, glancing through the selections. 


While witches weren’t exactly rare in our society, finding ones who actually sold their magic wasn’t that common. So witches like Sora and myself were always as busy as we wanted to be.


For me, that was very, very not busy.


In fact, I felt kind of exhausted just from re-loading the box. 


I was going to treat myself to a long, leisurely afternoon watching of The Scandalous Lives of Witchy Wives, my favorite trashy show, whilst doing some online shopping. Despite having a small mountain of unopened boxes sitting just behind my door, full of items I pretty much forgot all about the second I checked out of the online storefronts. 


To be fair, I imagined quite a few of those boxes were simply full of new spell jars and the many ingredients needed to create the spells. Cinnamon, sugar, and roses for beauty spells. Almond oil and orange essential oil for lust spells. Basil, mint, thyme, and cloves for money spells. 


More fiscally responsible and motivated witches would save themselves a bunch of money by using their apartment balcony to grow all their own herbs and spices. 


Alas, the only thing to be found on my balcony was a giant plastic tub full of water, so the full moon tomorrow night could charge it to use for spellwork. 


Ten hours into watching very wealthy witches go on spa days and shopping sprees and planning lavish parties while their exasperated normie husbands shook their heads and sighed over their antics, I decided that the box of single-serving potato chips I’d been munching on all day wasn’t quite cutting it. 


I ran my tongue along the roof of my mouth that felt raw from the vinegar speckling some of the chips as I reached for my phone, swiping over to one of my trusty delivery apps, and checking my local cuisine options. 


Friday nights meant that the wait time was over an hour, so I placed my order, unlocked my door, grabbed some drinks and one of the new blankets I’d bought—this one with a black cat and crescent moon print—and climbed back on my couch, but switching from reality TV to a new romantic dramedy series.


When the intercom buzzed, I distractedly used my mind to press the button to let the delivery guy in. So far, it was my favorite spell I’d ever created, even if it was more draining than most. 


But, hey, it meant I didn’t have to get up off of the couch to let the guy in. 


That was a win in my book.


I heard the knock at my door a few moments later, but the show was getting to a really fascinating plot point, so there was no way I was going to drag my butt off of the couch.


“Come in and put it on the counter,” I called.


I heard the door open with the little jingle of a bell that I’d attached to it to keep the ghost of the former landlady from coming into my place, leaving her wandering the halls instead, grumbling about noise and grimacing when unmarried couples went into their apartments together. 


She used to like to let herself into my apartment and rant and rave about the mess and about how a young, single lady shouldn’t be living alone. And they definitely shouldn’t have little battery-powered boyfriends in their nightstands. 


Dating real-life men is exhausting, Gladys.


I heard footsteps, but when they didn’t retreat, I called out, “I left your tip on the app. Thanks.”


But the bell didn’t jangle.


The delivery guy stayed in place.


Great.


Was this one of those situations where some random dude came across a random woman and decided to take advantage.


Unlucky for him, I kept a little hex close by at all times.


I hope he enjoyed his lifetime of having an infuriatingly itchy crotch. 


It was when I folded up to reach for the spell jar just under the couch when I felt it.


The shift in the energy of my apartment. 


A chill that shouldn’t have been there.


I’d only ever felt it one other time in my life.


That sensation?


It meant a vampire was in my apartment.


Because I’d just invited him in.
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Nathaniel














Roxanne Caulderone had to be the laziest witch in the tri-state area. If not the entire country.


Before her, I’d never even heard of a witch who would sell spells without actually working one-on-one with clients. Let alone sell spells to absolute strangers via a custom-made box she’d posted outside of her apartment building, so she didn’t even have to walk to the post office to send anything out.


It was an impressive level of laziness. 


But it was that laziness I was hoping might work in my favor.


I was running out of time.


I flexed my hand, feeling an ache in my knuckles as I stood outside of the apartment building where the witch who I hoped could solve all my problems lived. 


“Is that for Roxanne?” I asked as a delivery guy climbed off of his bike and grabbed a large bag of takeaway out of the front basket. 


“Ah, Roxy,” he said, checking the app on his phone. 


“I can bring it up to her,” I said, reaching in my pocket for the one thing that made humans do just about anything you asked of them. Even willingly let you open up a vein and have a nice long drink.


Money. 


The man’s eyes bulged at the hundred-dollar bill. Then he was thrusting the bag at me while taking the cash. 


“Thanks, man. Really,” he said, rushing to climb back onto his bike. 


Such a simple thing, money. 


I’d had more than enough time to learn how to compound my own. 


But humans never seemed to be flush with it. Save for a few billionaires at the top. Men and women who made monsters like me look like sweet little kittens.


Speaking of, a stray or locked-out pet was lounging on the front steps when I approached. Sensing me, it leaped to its feet, its hackles raising, its middle back arching comically high while it let out a hiss.


“Right back at you,” I said, stabbing my finger into the button beside Miss Caulderone’s apartment. It was the only one marked at all. But she had gone above and beyond to make her name clear in blocky permanent marker. One would assume, so all the delivery men and women could easily find her, since she never seemed to leave her apartment.


In fact, I had yet to lay eyes upon her, so she must fill her potions box in the daylight hours. 


I was expecting someone gray-haired, stooped, and arthritic. Not exactly the best candidate for the task I needed completed. But beggars, it was true, could not be choosers.


Besides, every other witch had turned me down.


In fact, most I could not even get close to, thanks to their many wards to keep dark spirits away. 


I had a sneaking suspicion as the door unlocked, and the universe took that as an invitation to allow me inside, that Roxanne Caulderone was not the sort to go out of her way to ward her apartment. 


I made my way up to the third floor, where I saw the ghost of a woman at the end of the hall, tssking at the Easter mat that was still outside of a tenant’s door despite it being the middle of summer.


“You,” she said, spotting me, raising a long, bony, gray finger. “You should not be here!” she said in that faraway voice that all ghosts had. 


Humans, if they heard it on nights when the veil between planes was low, would likely find it terrifying.


I’d been living amongst the ghosts for the better part of three hundred years. Not even the ones holding their own heads or walking around with limbs blown off affected me anymore. 


Besides, they had no actual power. 


“I was invited,” I informed her as she moved toward me, feet floating just an inch or so above the ground as she eyed me with beady black eyes in her ashen face. 


“Something isn’t right with you,” she told me, moving closer.


Tell me about it.


That was why I was here, after all. 


I ignored the ghost as I made my way to the second apartment, finding that the witch had affixed some sort of shelving unit to the exterior of her door. Presumably, for delivery people to drop off her packages since she was such a recluse. 


The scent of the Chinese food in my hand wafted up at me, creating a physiological response I wasn’t sure I’d felt for three centuries. 


The churning of hunger.


For food. 


Sure, vampires could consume food to allow us to appear more human. But we rarely tasted anything. And it certainly never sated our particular kind of hunger. 


On a grumble, I raised my hand to knock. 


As my knuckles met the door, I felt no resistance, save for the familiar block that wouldn’t allow me to enter without explicit permission.


Then this blessedly clueless witch did exactly that.


Invited me in. 


Sure, she meant for it to be an invitation for the delivery man. But the universe didn’t often care for those types of specifics.


The block lifted, and I was able to grab the knob and push the unlocked door inward. 


Incredibly, though not unexpectedly, there was nothing to stop me from moving inside. 


Sure, she had the bell above the door, a little trick to likely keep the nosy, judgmental, deceased former tenant or landlady out of her apartment. 


It did nothing to keep me out, though. 


I moved inside, not sure what I was expecting. 


Human style was an ever-evolving thing. So much so that I didn’t even care to notice it much anymore.


But Miss Caulderone’s apartment stuck out to me precisely for the utter lack of style. 


Bare white walls, bare windows, save for the blinds that had likely come with the apartment. No rugs. No art. No knickknacks. 


Just a pile of unopened packages. 


And a cauldron sitting on top of the stove, still smelling faintly of cinnamon and sugar from one of the spells she hadn’t bothered cleaning up after. 


I moved inward, expecting the pile of blankets on the couch to pop up, to notice my presence. But she stayed cocooned in her nest, likely fixated on the program playing on the TV that featured two unnaturally attractive people speaking stilted romantic lines to each other. 


“I left your tip on the app. Thanks,” she called from her blanket fort, at least having the presence to notice someone was still in her apartment. 


Truly, the lack of concern for her personal safety was shocking. Even if times had evolved, and there were no longer roving clans of men stealing through villages to assault and murder them anymore, there was still danger for women of all sorts. Their one true predator. Men. 


And, of course, vampires they accidentally invited into their apartment.


As if sensing my train of thought, the lumpy pile of blankets shifted as she reached for something under the couch.


Then froze.


Likely sensing that whatever she was reaching for would do no good against me. 


All of a sudden, the pile of blankets shot off of the couch, then slid to the floor.


Leaving Roxanne Caulderone standing there staring at me. 


She was not, as anticipated, old, gray-haired, and stooped. 


In fact, she was young, blonde, and beautiful. 


Her blonde hair was cut just above her shoulders, mussed from lounging, and framing a heart-shaped, feminine face. It was dominated by large green eyes and pouty cherry lips. 


Her body was compact. Short and round around the chest, hips, and thighs, but she wasn’t holding evidence of the dozen or so bags of empty chip bags that were scattered all across her coffee table and floor. 


She was stunning. 


“You really should be more careful about who you invite into your home, Miss Caulderone.” 


She shook off her shock, her sage eyes narrowing at me. 


“I was expecting a delivery,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. 


We will pretend I did not notice the way the movement made her chest press together under the material of her tank top. 


As if sensing that train of thought, she grabbed for something on the couch, producing a comically oversized hooded sweatshirt, and wrestling it on until it completely engulfed her small frame. 


“Is there something wrong with your legs?” I asked. 


“I tip extra so I don’t have to go downstairs,” she said, angling her chin up. “What are you doing here? Vampires don’t like to feed off of witches.” 


That was… mostly true. 


Due to protection measures through many generations of wiccan ancestors, their blood typically tasted charred and inedible. 


Though there were some newer witches who didn’t acquire their magic through genes, that tasted like the seasons. Sweet like the first kiss of spring. Bright and clear as a summer sky. Rich and heady like a fall storm. Crisp and refreshing like fresh-fallen snow. 


Though you had no way of knowing without taking a bite.


I couldn’t help but wonder what Miss Caulderone would taste like. My best guess was something thick and sweet like July honey. 


Even as my mind drifted there, though, the umami scent of the Chinese food met my nose again, making my stomach cramp with hunger. 


Right.


Back to the issue at hand. 


“I have an arrangement to discuss with you.”


“Oh, cool. Well, I’m not interested. So please leave my Chinese food there and see yourself out.” 


“I’m afraid that is not how this is going to go,” I informed her.


Before she could react, I was across the room, wrapping an arm around her waist and sealing my hand over her mouth, then rushing back out of her apartment building.


To a human, it would have looked like a flash of movement in their peripheral vision, something that made their stomachs drop and had them turning to inspect further.


But by the time they turned their heads, I would already be long gone. 


I didn’t slow until I was in the back of my town car with a squirming witch on my lap, creating a rather… bothersome friction that in no way had desire sparking through my system. 


“Drive,” I demanded of the driver. 


It was time for Roxanne Caulderone to fix the curse that had been eating away at my immortality for a generation.


Whether she liked it or not. 
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Roxy














Okay, fine.


Yeah, I should have had wards up.


A few low-level protection sachets.


Drawn a protective sigil on the door itself.


Hung a dark black tourmaline over the frame.


Something, anything.


To be fair, I’d been, you know, meaning to do it since I moved in. I just never got around to it.


Of course, though, by the time an evil spirit entered your home, it was too late for such things. 


If I hadn’t been so caught off-guard, maybe I could have come up with some sort of spell on the fly. But this particular vampire had been, well, distracting.


By that, I mean he was gorgeous. 


You know the kind of good-looking.


That masculine, yet aristocratic, facial structure with a cut-glass jaw, a brooding brow, a straight nose, and sunken cheekbones. 


His inky hair was pushed back from his face, and his ice-blue eyes seemed to cut right through you.


That was the reason I hadn’t reacted.


Or, at least, that was what I was telling myself as he flew across the room, wrapping an arm around my waist, and pulling me back against his lean, firm body as his hand slapped over my mouth.


As I tried to make myself feel better for not realizing that the vampire would clearly have ulterior motivations for getting himself invited into my home. 


Though, mostly, what I was thinking about as he flew me out of the apartment was how I hadn’t had a chance to pause my show, and now I was going to have no idea where I’d left off when I got back home.


If.


I was pretty sure this was an if I got home sort of situation. 


The world whirred around me at the speed we were moving, my stomach swooping the way it might on a carnival ride.


Then, in one swift motion, the vampire was in the backseat of a town car. And I was situated on his lap. 


The car flew away from the curb, but the vampire never released me during the whole ride. 


I conserved my energy, figuring fighting him was futile in such a confined space. Vampires were, after all, notoriously fast and strong. My best bet was to wrestle away when he tried to get us both out of the car. 


The problem was, I hadn’t anticipated how many staff members the vampire had. 


The second the car slid into a spot on the curb outside of a massive, historic brownstone, the door was being opened, and we were gliding out, flying up the stairs, then having a door slammed behind us by yet another servant before I could even think of trying to get away. 


One blessing, though, was that the second we were behind guarded doors, likely ensconced in soundproof walls, given a vampire’s special sort of diet that often involved a lot of screaming and pleading to have their lives spared, was that the vampire released me. 


Not realizing how accustomed I’d been to being carried by him, my legs hadn’t been prepared to hold my weight, and I folded to the floor right there in the foyer. 


I was in no hurry to get to my feet even as I watched the vampire’s back, as he gracefully made his way into a room off the foyer, likely expecting me to follow behind. 


I went ahead and took a moment to look around.


It was an ornate, cozy space full of original wood with rosettes and intricate embellishments. There was a center staircase leading up to the second floor. The walls had been painted a deep forest green and all of the windows from my vantage point had richly colored stained glass. 


I couldn’t help but wonder if the stained glass was a way for the vampire to move around during daylight hours without bursting into flame. 


My gaze slid to the man standing just inside the door, burly and suit-clad with dark eyes. “I don’t suppose you would step aside and let me walk out of that door, right?” I asked.


He didn’t bother even to glance in my direction.


“Right,” I said, sighing as I got back to my feet. 


Taking a deep breath, I decided I should at least figure out what the bloodsucker wanted from me to make him go through the trouble of impersonating my delivery guy. 


My heart ached for the perfectly good Chinese food just sitting on the floor in my apartment, uneaten.


I moved into the front room, finding a study. Or, rather, given the number of built-in bookshelves, a library.


The walls and all of the shelves were painted in a deep slate gray, and the numerous lamps placed about didn’t quite light up the whole space. 


There was a black Chesterfield couch situated under another stained glass window. A book sat open on the arm.


Directly forward, set up in front of a fireplace, was an executive desk with two barrel chairs. 


The vampire stood behind the desk, patiently waiting for me as I moved into the room. 


In the low lighting, he looked a bit more ominous than he had in my brightly lit, drab apartment. 


“So, do you have a name? Or should I keep mentally thinking of you as ‘the vampire’?”


“My name is Nathaniel.”


“Seriously?” I asked, a laugh bubbling up, threatening to burst out. 


“What is so funny?”


“I mean, aren’t vampires named cool things? You know… Dracula, Angelus, Lestat, Damon, Spike…”


“Fictional characters,” he said, biting off the words like they left a bad taste in his mouth. 


“I mean, I guess there are other ones with boring names too. Edward and Bill come to mind,” I said, nodding.



