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 PROLOGUE

 


Whenever my world silences
for even a moment

and the only sound I can
hear is the beating of my own heart,

I reflect on all that has
happened to me

and I am overwhelmed by a
sense of wonder.

The how’s and whys no
longer matter, only the memories are important.

In the end, I succeeded in
my quest to find a hidden treasure,

one that I had no way of
knowing was already mine…

 


Carynn Cinnamon

 


 



 CHAPTER
ONE

 


Redondo Beach, California.
The place where I want to set deep roots, make a home and build a
life. It’s where I hope to live a long, happy, normal life; at
least as normal a life as someone like me can live.

Redondo has a cool vibe
complete with long winding beachside pathways where walkers, bikers
and baby stroller driving moms and dads enjoy life at their own
pace. Jumping dolphins and screaming seagulls live harmoniously
with surfers, beach volleyball athletes, skateboarders, and bikini
clad babes. Made all the better by artsy studios, fashionable
eateries, and friendly neighbors, it’s an all-around charming place
to live. Most long timers casually drop the Beach part of our
city’s name and just refer to her as plain old Redondo, so I’ve taken to calling
her by her first name too.

Redondo offers sunny
skies, warm weather and, of course, the perfect hiding place; a
place where I was sure no one would ever expect to find a witch
like me living. Or at least that’s what I’d thought. Paint me
surprised when I realized that more than a few of my mystical
sisters had migrated here before me.

Growing up in Northern
California, I never thought I’d leave. But after I started college
in Southern California and fell in love with the laid-back coastal
feel, I knew I was hooked. When I unexpectedly inherited a rather
pricey block of beach front property from a great uncle I’d never
even met; my decision to stay was final. I guess this Nor-Cal gal
was just meant to be a beach roaming witch.

One thing led to another
and before long, I’d finished college and established my own travel
agency, Mystical Travel Tours – owned and operated by me, Carynn
Cinnamon. And to make the deal even sweeter, I also inherited an
older, but still cute condo just upstairs from my business. I
really couldn’t have planned it any better if I’d tried. Someday
soon I’ll have to figure out how I came to be so lucky.

Not long after moving in,
I realized that my new place needed rejuvenating, and that’s when
my life took a total turn for the strange!

I mean, I wasn’t looking
to go hog wild DIY’ing. I just wanted to paint a couple of walls
and buy a new bed. The paint turned out to be no trouble at all.
Bringing home a new bed, well, that was a different story all
together.

By the time I finally
found the perfect bed, in one freakishly different second-hand shop
in Palm Springs, my nerves were shot, and my understanding of the
paranormal world challenged. My shopping escapade turned into one
truly frightening, reality bending, and life changing experience.
And to top it all off, along with my new bed, something else
followed me home from the store that day. Something that neither
you nor I could have ever predicted.


 CHAPTER
TWO

 


Nestled in the Coachella
Valley and surrounded by deserts and mountains, Palm Springs is one
super cool spot to just chill out. Although I never want to leave
my life in Redondo, I do love the warm days and dry, windy nights
the desert offers. However, I usually draw the line, banning desert
visits during the months of July, August, or September. Those are
the melting months, when temperatures stay in the high triple
digits, too intense for this newly ordained beach girl.

But when my friend
Penelope called last night and told me about a little shop in Palm
Springs where she had seen a fantastic bed, I knew I was going to
have to break my travel ban to take this road trip. Penelope knew
better than anyone that I’d been searching high and low for the
perfect bed, as mine continued to wobble on its last legs. And she
assured me that this was the one.

So early the next morning
I cruised down the freeway in my orange VW Bug with Meghan Trainor
and Pharrell Williams blasting out their happy tunes. I exited onto
Highway 111 and followed the road down into the heart of Palm
Springs. I passed through the part of town where ancient Hollywood
stars once called home and where streets like Gene Autry Trail, Bob
Hope Drive and Jack Benny Road immortalize these almost forgotten
actors.

It wasn’t hard to find the
store Penelope had told me about. In fact, I couldn’t have missed
RENEWAL if I’d tried. It stood out like a flaming flamingo in a
flock of black birds with its brightly decorated pink walls and
in-your-face, gigantic black billboard signs. Large shop windows
framed the storefront, and a lime green neon sign flashed the word
- OPEN.

I giggled as I pulled my
car around back and carefully parked my VW within a space clearly
striped in hot pink and purple paint. What a cacophony of color
assaulted me, and I loved it. This is what you call Vintage Palm
Springs!

Exiting my car, I was
instantly battered by a blast of furnace heat; hot enough to melt
right through my sunscreen. The heat filled winds out here are
incredible and most people choose to do their business in the early
mornings or late afternoons because of it. I just wanted to find my
bed and head back to the cool ocean breezes of Redondo.

“OMG it’s hot out here,” I
said to no one in particular. My forehead was already damp, and I
knew it wouldn’t be long before rings of sweat destroyed my blouse.
Since there was no back door near where I had parked, I quickly
walked around the building hoping to find shade.

I was greeted by a large
glass storefront with window displays celebrating fall, which felt
strangely out of place since it must have been 110 degrees today.
One window was full of scary black Halloween cats, orange pumpkins
and garlands of autumn foliage. In the other window were mannequins
dressed in vintage clothing posed around odd pieces of furniture
and brightly colored knickknacks. I cupped my hands over my eyes
and peered into one of the windows. I didn’t see a bed anywhere.
Penelope had better be right about this store having my dream bed
or all my dripping perspiration would be for naught.

Impatient to see just what
this store had to offer, I opened the door and stepped inside. It
felt cool and welcoming, right up until a familiar chill of
uncertainty raced up my spine. I stalled my pace and considered
heading back out the door.

Oh man, I was afraid of
this. You see, I am not a fan of second-hand stores. Any witch can
tell you that these places are usually just creepy old bone yards
masquerading as boutiques. Each piece of furniture, every scrap of
clothing, old painting, or estate bauble has some sort of personal
history attached to it and sometimes a lonely spirit to boot! It
can be downright scary with all sorts of spirits desperately
clinging on to their property in complete denial that this is no
longer their time or space.

As for RENEWAL, it was yet
to be seen, but my mystical senses were sounding off, loudly
reminding me to stay alert. And so, with trepidation, I ventured
in, hoping for the best.

I hadn’t taken ten steps
when my heart started to race. It was here, sitting right in front
of me. I let out a sigh and blessed Penelope. She was right. She
had found my perfect bed. Delicate, rose-laced metal vines with
hand crafted leaves freely curved and swirled, creating a charming
headboard. Tiny brass birds posed artfully on top of each of the
four bedposts. Its white finish was worn through in just the right
places, allowing the perfect amount of weathered gold metal to peek
through and making the bed even more desirable.

Scanning the area, I was
relieved to find no ghosts, spirits or otherworldly entities
lingering around the bed. Whoever had owned this masterpiece had
clearly moved on into the light and I was elated. No need for any
uncomfortable ushering out of an unhappy apparition.

I was in love with this
bed. It was exactly what I had hoped for. In my mind, I already had
it set up in my bedroom, facing my ocean views. I saw myself
relaxing on it with a cup of chamomile tea, a large, overstuffed
pillow supporting my back. I was even conjuring up a hunky man to
share my boudoir, when I heard, “Excuse me, honey. Can I just scoot
past you? I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

I looked down and there
was the smallest, most pleasant faced old woman looking up at me. I
smiled and so did she. And then someone else caught my
attention.

“I’ll be with you in a
minute, Hun,” he said. The man in tight gold jeans and a purple
shirt shared a friendly smile with me as he snapped a ‘sold’ sign
on my bed!


 CHAPTER
THREE

 


“No, no, no!” I cried.
This just couldn’t be happening. Painful disappointment hit me hard
as I watched the salesman artfully tie a SOLD sign around the neck
of one of the bed post birds. I was too late, and it had cost me
the bed. I knew I shouldn’t have stopped for that bagel and cafe
mocha this morning!

“It’s really beautiful,
isn’t it?” the pleasant-faced woman said, staring at her new
acquisition with awe. “I’ve been looking everywhere for the perfect
bedroom piece for one of the houses I just finished remodeling. I’m
so excited to have found this one. I mean, it’s like magic;
appearing just when I needed it… don’t you think so?” she said to
me with an overly sweet smile.

Disappointment momentarily
clouded my sense of decency as I stared unhappily at the woman
who’d just stolen my dreams. She was just a little too pleased with
herself for my liking. Magic huh? I’d show her magic! Just one flip
of my little finger and those tiny metal birds would take off in a
huff. Then I’d see how much she still loved her find.

“Were you looking for a bed
too?” the woman asked innocently.

I wanted to shout at her,
tell her to walk away, beg her to give me the bed. I even
considered offering up a quick mind-changing spell to convince the
aged chick that she didn’t like this piece of furniture so much
after all. Thinking about it, I considered performing a
disappearing spell. I mean, would anyone even miss this old woman
if she up and evaporated today? OMG what
was I thinking? This is so not the way a nice witch
acts!

“Yes,” I answered softly.
“I am looking for a bed. Would you consider letting me buy this one
from you? I drove all the way from Redondo Beach this morning and
it’s exactly what I was looking for.”

“Oh no, I’m so sorry, but I
just couldn’t sell you that bed. It’s not meant for you. I’m sure
that your bed is still waiting for you to discover it, dear. There
are so many wonderful hidden treasures in this shop. I just know
you will uncover your own. All you have to do is look.”

Staring at me intently as
if she had more to say on the subject, we were unexpectedly
interrupted by the salesman who chose this awkward moment to
formally introduce himself to me.

“Good morning and welcome
to RENEWAL,” he said with a flamboyant bow. “My name is Edgar
Rimbauld. I am one of the owners of this lovely shop. I think that
you already met the marvelous Mrs. Winters, am I right?” he asked,
tilting his head toward the little woman, his eyebrows raised in a
questioning manner. “She just purchased this exquisite bed which,
of course, I will have delivered today,” he said with a smile, as
the older woman drifted out of the store with a slight smile and a
wiggle of her fingers towards me.

“Now, how may I assist
you?” he asked, looking at me expectantly. His left eyebrow was
raised and twitched impatiently as he waited for my response. I
briefly wondered how long he could actually hold that
pose.

Edgar was a flashy fellow
as evidenced by the shiny, oversized pearl buttons that ran down
the front of his smartly tailored purple shirt. His jeans were
equally sharp although they appeared a bit too vintage for my
taste. Edgar wore a heavily silvered crucifix around his neck and
purple Crocs on his feet that slapped loudly as he walked the
concrete floors. Tiny diamond studs glittered from both ears. I
couldn’t help but notice that one ear was pierced higher than the
other, throwing off the symmetry of his otherwise perfect face. He
had meticulously coiffed Tom Cruise styled hair. Like the actor, a
fringe of chestnut brown bangs floated softly over a pair of
penetrating emerald eyes. His features were neatly organized on
smooth, pale, almost mannequin-like skin. High cheek bones, soft
lips and flawless skin presented an appealing image. As good
looking as Edgar was, the longer I stared, the more I sensed
something off about him; something I couldn’t quite put my finger
on.

An unexpected flavor
suddenly lit up my tastebuds and my stomach fluttered in
anticipation. Was that magic I tasted in the air? Magic has such a
distinct and recognizable taste, surely I was right. Where had it
come from? Or perhaps the correct question was, from whom did it
come?

“Good morning,” Edgar said
again, this time in a high sing-songy voice, as if trying to
confirm that he had my attention and was awaiting some kind of
response from me.

“Good morning. Edgar,” I
answered, still trying to figure out what I found so off-putting
about this gorgeous guy.

“My name is Carynn
Cinnamon,” I continued, thinking I should offer to shake his hand,
but not really wanting to.

“Um, a friend of mine told
me about your shop and I drove all the way from Redondo Beach this
morning hoping to buy that very bed,” I said, sadly pointing to
it.

Edgar said nothing. He
simply stared at me with an impatient look, as if waiting for me to
share an exciting new piece of information that he might find more
important. The slight odor of magic now accompanied the taste,
heightening my senses and I found myself once again searching the
store to find its source. It seemed highly unlikely, but if it was
coming from Edgar, he was a pro at masking it.

“Oh, I love Redondo Beach.
Of course I haven’t been there in years. Great pier as I recall,”
he said busying himself around the room. “Or wait, I think that
pier actually burned down. Too bad, so sad!”

Burned down?
I had lived in Redondo Beach long enough to know
that the fire he must be referring to had happened in 1988. The
pier had long since been rebuilt. It must have been a long time
since he’d visited.

“Anyway,” he sang. “Great
little beach town. So many cute surfer boys!”

I was getting impatient
with this dude. I would have preferred to work with a different
salesperson, especially since Edgar didn’t seem to be picking up on
the fact that I was really upset by the loss of that bed. But,
looking around and seeing no one else in the shop, I resigned
myself to the fact that it was going to be just Edgar and me this
morning.

“I really am disappointed.
That bed was exactly what I was looking for and I really did want
to buy it. Too bad, so sad… guess I better go,” I said mimicking
his words.

As if I was now saying
something worthy of his attention, Edgar perked up and directed his
emerald eyes my way. “You can’t go yet!” he said anxiously. “Can I
show you something else?”

“Do you think there’s a
chance that woman might change her mind?” I ventured.

Pulling a face, he
immediately responded, “Oh my, no. Mrs. Winters is renovating a
multitude of desert homes right now. She’s turning them all into
enchanting B & B’s in the Palm Springs area and has been
hounding me forever to find her a bed just like that one. I can
assure you that she knows what she likes and will not be giving up
that bed anytime soon. Once she makes up her mind, you’d have to
pay the Devil himself to change her mind.”

“Oh!” That was certainly a
strange way of responding and I felt a chill run through
me.

“However, never fear. We
have two fab floors in our shop, and they are both full of tons of
truly yummy things. I’m sure something special is just waiting to
be found. All you have to do is look!”

Wasn’t that the same thing
Mrs. Winters said earlier?

Between the hints of magic
in the air, my disappointment over losing out on a perfect bed and
Edgar’s just plain weirdness, things here were turning out to be
too wonky for my liking. This was my cue to depart.

Deciding I’d had enough, I
turned toward the door. Instantly, I heard the sound of Crocs
slapping on concrete and Edgar was in front of me… actually in my
face.

“Really Miss, you shouldn’t
leave just yet. Can’t I entice you to stay, have a look around?
Come on take a chance, what do you have to lose?” he asked, his
eyes glowing strangely.

Having come too far to
give up now, I decided to shake off my apprehensions and recommit
myself to my search. Maybe Edgar was right, what did I have to
lose? If I was using the rational side of my brain, maybe there was
still a chance I’d find something I liked. After all, I’d seen one
fabulous bed, perhaps there was another hidden treasure just
waiting to be found.

Foolish me. I should have
gone home when I had the chance.


 CHAPTER
FOUR

 


“We have so much cool
stuff in our wonderful shop. My advice is to just wander, check out
all our mysterious nooks and crannies. So much to see, even more to
experience,” he said with a chuckle, as if he knew something that I
didn’t.

Well of course he did;
it’s his shop!

“If I can be of any help
Carynn,” he said, pursing his lips, “just holler. I’m the only one
working this morning, my partner Chaz isn’t available today. If you
see something you want when you’re upstairs, just toddle over to
the nearest wall and push the red intercom button. I’ll come
running. If I don’t answer right away, feel free to yell down. You
won’t disturb a soul… accept mine of course!” he laughed, his
wrists jingling with silver bracelets I somehow hadn’t noticed
before.

RENEWAL proved to be much
larger than I anticipated. A two-story, stylishly laid out
warehouse, it was filled to capacity with every used item you’d
expect and more. Unlike other secondhand stores I’d been in, this
one displayed furniture, clothing, jewelry and artwork in an
unusually fashionable and contemporary manner.

The most favorable thing
about RENEWAL was that the shop didn’t have that lingering telltale
odor of people who have long since departed. That icky, musty,
antiquated smell is always such a big turn off for me. Luckily,
instead of moth balls, dust and decay, everything was awash with
the delightful smell of lavender and carnation.

Most secondhand shoppers
already suspect this, but I can confirm that ghosts and spirits
freely roam these kinds of shops, their persistent smells proof of
their haunting presence. Remembering the trace of magic I’d
experienced earlier, I questioned whether it might have come from a
resident spirit, rather than Edgar himself. Had I gotten my
paranormal wires crossed? Keeping my powers and senses balanced in
a place like this was hard and one of the many reasons I usually
stayed away from second-hand shopping.

It seems like forever that
spiritual apparitions have been bugging me, unexpectedly popping in
and out of my life. I didn’t relish running into any disembodied
spirits today or any other day for that matter. And once you’ve
seen a spirit… you can’t un-see them… they won’t let you. I’m not
kidding, they can be relentless.

“Carynn, I hope that you’ve
noticed the way that we’ve rejuvenated some of our furniture with
uniquely fun and vibrant colors,” said Edgar proudly, startling me
out of my reverie.

Placing his hand on my
shoulder with a feather light touch I hadn’t felt, he said, “Chaz
and I really like to shake things up by magically re-imagining the
drab to the dramatic. We love breathing new life into the old, if
you know what I mean,” he said with a look that said he thought I
did.

“It’s slow in here this
morning, Hon. We’re not usually open on Mondays, but I knew that
you and Mrs. Winters would be here, so I made an
exception.”

“What… Me? You knew I’d be
here?” Had Penelope told him I was coming? I’d have to ask her
later.

Choosing not to answer my
question, Edgar continued. “If you’d like, I can spend a couple of
minutes introducing you to our shop, especially since this is your
first time visiting us. Oh, and there’s also a room or two upstairs
that have some especially fascinating items that might just
interest someone like you.”

Someone like me. What did
he mean by that?

“Just say the word and I’ll
share them with you,” he said with a wink, looking at me in way
that made my chest tighten and not in a good way.

“Oh, don’t worry about me,”
I answered. “I know you’re busy,” I continued, hoping to put a
little distance between us. Although I had to admit that he had
piqued my curiosity with his description of a couple of rooms
upstairs with “fascinating items.” Unfortunately, those same words
also scared the bejeebers out of me. Would I consider something to
be fascinating in the same way that Edgar did?

“I just love this dining
room set that Chaz refinished; the color is devilishly delightful!
If I could, I’d take it home with me today,” he rambled
on.

Apparently, Edgar had
decided to stick with me whether I wanted him to or not. I stared
at the dining room table painted a deep shade of turquoise and
coveted it for several minutes before conceding that it was just
too big to fit in my beach condo.

“I do love the color, but
it’s really too big for my place,” I said with a sigh.

“Your loss,” Edgar answered
with a crooked smile. “Well, please keep looking, you’re sure to
find something. Almost everyone who comes into our store leaves
having fulfilled one fantasy or another.”

Interesting way of putting
it, I thought. Edgar was right about one thing, there was something
for everyone in this place. While some items were rehabbed in
brightly colored paints and fabrics, others were brought back to
life with just a thorough cleaning or polishing. Two mid-century
modern end tables resting on narrow tapered legs caught my eye.
Shiny brass knobs adorned each of the two drawers as did a ring of
gold artfully inlaid around the base of the table legs. Their
walnut surfaces were smooth to the touch, and I wondered how old
these tables might be. Looking at them, I felt sad that someone had
abandoned them. But then again, what do I really know about
antiques or why some are saved, and others sold?

“Please take your time
strolling through our shop. I wouldn’t want you to miss anything
important,” Edgar called out. “I’m sure that you’ll notice how
cleverly we’ve clustered different pieces together. A living room
here, a dining room there; we’re just full of creative ideas at
RENEWAL,” he said, waving his hands about and making his bracelets
jangle with his joy.

I felt more like I was in
a museum than a secondhand shop as I continued my search on my own.
Some of the furniture, artwork and interior decorations were pretty
high-end stuff and somebody had done an excellent job orchestrating
the goods. I couldn’t help but wonder if that someone was Edgar or
Chaz.

I briefly tasted the tang
of magic again before the overwhelming perfume of polishing oil
engulfed my sense of smell. A potpourri of pine resin, beeswax,
lemon, and linseed oil bathed the air and temporarily distracted me
from the curious taste of magic.

Apparently, RENEWAL used
more than one type of polish to bring their elder pieces back to
life. My sole experience with furniture polish was with Pledge,
which I didn’t even use that often. It was hardly necessary since
most of my furniture was old, worn out or left over from college
days and not worth much to begin with. I had no business shopping
for this kind of classy furniture, I thought as I watched Edgar
gently wipe dust from a lovely mahogany baby grand piano in the
room I’d just entered.

“I’m going to head
upstairs,” I called to Edgar, who had finished with the piano and
begun fluffing the pillows on a nearby peach colored L-shaped
couch.

“Hope you find what you’re
looking for,” he responded, his bracelets jingling as he waved me
on.

As I reached the top step,
I saw that this floor looked quite different from the first. It was
divided into a maze of smaller rooms filled with all sorts of
stuff. The preponderance looked more like junk than treasures, but
I decided to investigate anyway.

It was in one of the
darker, dustier corners of the second floor that I stumbled upon an
intriguing painting. I only noticed the artwork because the small
brass lamp hanging directly above it needed a new light bulb. On
and off the bulb flashed as if to say, look at me… look at
me!

More than once, I got
distracted by other items in the room and was tempted to turn away.
But like an astronaut landing on a previously unexplored planet,
curiosity propelled me back towards the painting. I think it must
have been the colors of the artwork that drew my attention. Deep
shades of orange, rust, blue and brown combined to create a warm
and alluring image. No matter how many times I walked away, I just
kept circling back. It was as if the painting was speaking directly
to me, telling me that it belonged to me, needed to come home with
me. The painting wasn’t large, probably 12x14, captured within a
beautiful frame made from some sort of dark wood and etched in
gold. Shiny waves of thick oil paint rolled across the canvas,
reflecting the light, and coaxing me to look closer. I wasn’t sure
if I even liked the subject matter and yet it somehow became
overwhelmingly important for me to have a closer look. No piece of
artwork had ever reached out and captured my inner soul so
completely.

What is it about you that
I like so much?

I searched around, trying
to figure out if there were any previously unnoticed spirits
attached to the painting. There is nothing worse than an obnoxious
ghost having their fun pestering an innocent paranormal, just to
skewer their attention. And if that was the case here, I wanted
nothing to do with this painting or the spirit haunting
it.

I leaned in to get a
closer look at the artwork. As I did, I unconsciously began to rock
back and forth, transferring my weight from one foot to another, as
if balancing myself on a ship. An image began to take shape just
beyond my reach. My vision clouded and I squinted; working hard to
clear my sight.

As if safely tucked inside
a protective bubble, I peered out catching sight of well-worn
seaside docks as a breeze with the hint of ocean spray tousled my
hair. Wooden fishing boats with their heavy nets still draped over
tall masts floated next to merchant vessels piled high with all
sorts of cargo. And multicolored warehouses striped the harbor
walkways. The salt laden air was cool and full of birds doing
loop-de-loops as they splashed down into the water in search of
fish. The sound of ropes slowly tightening around nearby moored
boats had me briefly wondering where those vessels had come from
and where they might someday sail off to.

Suddenly, the sickening
odor of rotting fish shocked my senses, permeating the air I had
unknowingly sucked deep into my lungs. My stomach rolled and I
gagged. I instinctively covered my nose, attempting to block out
the offensive stink. In the waters just out of my sight, a clanging
harbor bell announced its presence, and the echoes of lapping water
filled my ears as I felt myself go unsteady.

Was I still looking at the
painting or had I actually stepped right into it?

Instantly chilled to the
bone, I longed for the desert heat that I instinctively knew was
waiting just out of my reach. A feeling of déjà vu washed over me.
The reality that I had seen this place before crawled slowly
through my body before firmly lodging itself in my brain.
Intriguing memories tickled my thoughts and caused my heart to
ache, begging me to recall their meaning before they disappeared.
Had I walked this same port site before? Was that even
possible?

Goose bumps multiplied
over my clammy skin, dampened by the harbor mist that clung to the
air around me. A chill sprinted up my back. I felt like my soul was
being slowly sucked from my body as I witnessed the harbor scene
just beyond my bubble. My stomach convulsed and my weakened legs
threatened to drop me onto the dock below. Was I getting seasick or
was it the persistent smell of the rotting fish getting to
me?

While the beauty of the
marina beckoned me to venture from my safe spot and onto the docks,
I somehow knew that it wasn’t safe. I must stay back or risk facing
unseen dangers that I knew were lurking nearby.

Strong backed sailors
hauled cargo off their ships, laboring to get their goods into
waiting wagons. I swear I could smell the sweat dripping from their
overheated bodies, and it only added to my nausea. They were
speaking a Germanic language of some sort. A language I did not
know. And yet, I was certain that if I could just listen a little
longer, I’d be able to understand the commands being issued by the
ship’s captain. I shuddered, wondering how I could be so certain of
something so strange. It was apparent that what I was seeing was
somehow warped, out of place. No, on second thought, I was the one
out of place and a feeling of unease wrapped its arms around me,
smothering me with fear. I needed to get away from this place. I
forced myself to take a couple of steps backward, just as I heard,
“Oh, you found it!”

“What?” I said much too
loudly as I stumbled back, surprised that I was no longer alone in
my harbor-side bubble. I was back in RENEWAL; with the painting I
had just been visiting resting firmly in my hands.

“Found what?” I asked.
“What are you talking about, Edgar?”

My heart raced, sending
irregular beats throughout my body. The salesman’s unexpected
reappearance had rattled me as much as my dockside visit had. What
was going on, where had I gone and why hadn’t I been forewarned of
his reappearance by the slap of Edgar’s Crocs or the jangle of his
bracelets?

Lightheaded and tingling
all over, I was afraid I might pass out. It must not have shown on
my face as Edgar seemed totally unaware of my frazzled
state.

“Well, perhaps I should say
that it found you,” he continued with a smile.

Studying him for a moment,
I took note of the diamond studs in his ears. They had a strange
new sparkle to them; reflecting the flashing lamp near where the
picture had hung. But as shiny as his studs were, I was more
troubled by the fact that his eyes were sparkling even brighter,
their brilliance eerie.

Looking at Edgar, I asked,
“What is this place and what is this picture all about? Are you
some kind of witch, warlock or something else paranormal? Did you
see what I just saw… did you make it happen?”

“Oh my, you are a silly
bug, aren’t you? I can only guess how exciting finding this picture
must be for you. Of course, you are aware that you are holding an
oil painting created by a famous, now deceased, Norwegian artist by
the name of Karl Johansen. He moved here from Europe, before
retiring to the city of Palm Springs. He’s d-e-a-d now, you know,”
he said, spelling out the word as if for effect. “It’s really quite
a haunting painting, isn’t it?”

Dead… haunting… was he
trying to freak me out? Edgar was quickly creeping up on my last
nerve.

Trying to make sense of
the situation, I took a deep breath before saying, “Okay, Edgar,
spill it. What else do you know about this painting? Is it cursed…
haunted… possessed?” Why did I feel so strongly that he knew more
about this painting than he was saying?

Ignoring the fact that I
had just accused him of being something paranormally charged, Edgar
shrugged, dismissing me as if I was an annoying child.

“Oh, settle down. I just
presumed you already knew. The picture is of Bergen, a busy seaport
in Norway. Very well known for its colorful seaside history and, of
course witches, trolls, mystical sorcery and more,” he said with a
giggle as he rhythmically tapped his fingers together.

“And how would I possibly
have known any of that?” I asked.

“Well, I guess I just
thought that you would know all about Bergen,” he said as his eyes
signaled his excitement, glimmering brighter by the minute.
“Because of who you are… what you are.”

He leaned closer to me and
whispered, “I know what you are. I recognized your aura the minute
you stepped into my store. You couldn’t hide it from me if you
tried. This picture has been waiting for you for a long while. I
was wondering how long I’d have to wait around for you to come. You
sure did take your sweet time getting here. I was starting to think
that you’d never arrive. Glad I stuck around.”

Edgar grinned widely and
placed a hand on my shoulder in a friendly manner. But instead of
the warmth of friendship, his touch was like ice. Recoiling, I took
a step away and turned my back on Edgar trying to figure out how to
deal with his weird ramblings.

Steeling myself, I said,
“Edgar, you need to fess up right now. I need the whole story. What
do you mean that this picture has been waiting for me?”

When Edgar didn’t respond,
I swiftly looked around the room, ready to give my mystical
playmate a piece of my mind. But I was alone in the room. Edgar had
simply vanished.

Before I had a chance to
find him, the light from the little lamp on the wall began to
rapidly flicker wildly and my entire world went dark.


 CHAPTER
FIVE

 


I was somewhere that I did
not want to be, experiencing in real time the same harbor docks and
streets I’d seen earlier. The air was frigid, and the rough
cobblestones pressed uncomfortably into my sandaled feet. Shivering
from the cold, my toes ached, sensitive to the damp, foggy air that
encircled them.

I trembled, uncertain as
to whether it was from fear or the frigid air. I wasn’t dressed for
this kind of weather. I wasn’t prepared for any of this. I tried to
warm my body by wrapping my arms protectively around myself, but it
didn’t seem to work. There was no safety zone for me to return to;
no bubble to slink back into. I was no longer looking at the
harbor, I was standing right smack in the middle of it. I had no
idea how I had gotten here or worse yet, how to get back
home.

A frightened young girl
raced past me. On her heels, a heavyset, strangely dressed man
followed. His boots laced high onto his thighs and the leather
appeared worn and dirty. The full linen sleeves of his shirt
escaped from a vest and flapped in the wind as he ran towards
us.

Stopping directly in front
of me he yelled, “Woman, I demand you tell me where the young
sorceress has run.”

He continued to rant, as I
stared at his full mustache and pointed beard. What year is this?

Grabbing my arm, he
stopped abruptly, to run his eyes over my entire body, seemingly
confused by my attire. But his confusion was nothing compared to my
own.

Frustrated by my failure
to respond, the man twisted my arm, wrenching it upward. Shaking me
fiercely, he yelled again, “Why are ye dressed so? Clothe yourself
woman.”

“I am clothed and let my
arm go,” I said, attempting to pull away from the man.

His eyes fixated on me,
and suspicion shone from them. “Who are ye to speak to me thusly?
Show the respect that is owed to me woman!”

“Let go of my arm you oaf,
you’re hurting me. I will not show you any kind of respect. What
kind of man grabs an innocent woman and threatens her? What’s the
matter with you anyway?”

The world stood still as
the brute froze in his place, an evil grin replacing his look of
indignation. “Ah, Sorceress, I see ye now for who ye are; an evil
witch, sent to cause pain and suffering to our town. Ye must be the
mother of the young witch I seek.” Turning back in the direction
he’d run from, he yelled, “I have collected another wicked
magician! Hear me all who stand near, evil is amongst us. Come and
assist me. Help me to vanquish this she-devil.”

Devil… is he talking about
me?

I started to laugh, but
immediately thought better of it as a group of rough looking men
instantly appeared at my side. This was an ugly lot; men with
distrust and hatred spilling from their eyes. Fear raced through
me, and I began to shake uncontrollably. And then, everything
around me returned to darkness once again.


 CHAPTER
SIX

 


I floated in space,
comfortably wrapped in a gentle cushion of mindlessness. It was
soft and soothing, and I didn’t want to leave my cloistered
sanctuary. But a nagging tingling in my toes and fingers refused to
leave me be, annoying me back to life. Slowly opening my eyes, my
head swam with confusion, and I felt physically ill. Separated from
some sort of powerful energy, I was slammed back into reality as
stars exploded in my head. I was back… but back to
where?

“Oh my!”

I heard Edgar gasp as I
felt his hands on my shoulders, attempting to sit me up from the
floor where I was presently lying. My head throbbed and my arms
ached. Through bleary eyes, I watched as purple fingerprints
surfaced on my cream-colored skin. Edgar appeared more than a
little shaken as he shifted his weight nervously from foot to foot,
anxiously running his fingers through his previously perfect
hair.

“I felt a disturbance in
the air and when I didn’t hear anything from you, I came looking,”
Edgar said anxiously. “You have been up here so long that I thought
you might have slipped out of my store. I had no idea where you
were or that you’d become ill. Why didn’t you call for help?” His
rubber shoes smacked the cement floors as he moved about nervously,
staring at me through anxious eyes that glowed with emotion.
Reaching down, he took my hand and gently pressed it, encouraging
me to stand up.

When I didn’t immediately
rise, he said, “Please. Let me help you up and over to the couch.
You’ll be much more comfortable there, I’m sure.”

I placed my palms together
and rubbed vigorously, attempting to warm away Edgar’s frozen
touch. Declining his offered assistance with a nod of my head, I
rolled onto my knees and pushed my way up. I slowly moved to the
couch and sighed. I was exhausted.

Noticing something resting
near my feet, Edgar said, “Oh good, you still have the
painting.”

“What?” I asked, confused
by his words.

“The painting, the one
sitting by your feet,” he said emphatically. “I’m so glad it’s with
you now. Are you feeling better?”

Placing his hand on my
forehead as if to check for a temperature, I jumped. OMG, his hands
were cold, too cold.

“Damn, your hands are so
cold!” I said just a little too loudly. There was no need to be
rude to the man who was offering me his assistance.

“I do so apologize,” Edgar
said as he babbled on. “I should have come back much sooner to look
in on you. I just assumed you were enjoying yourself. Oh well,
never mind. I’ve got you now,” he sighed.

Had he just apologized for
his cold hands or for having abandoned me in the bowels of this
crazy shop? My head throbbed with angry pain. I glanced at my
watch; it was nearly noon. Oh man, where had the morning gone?
Better yet, where had I gone this morning? I was no longer sure of
anything.

“Edgar,” I started out.
“Edgar, I’m confused. I don’t remember ever taking this picture off
the wall. How did it end of here?” I said, looking down at the
painting; a painting I wanted nothing more to do with.

“Just calm yourself, dear.
Let me go and get you some water and then we can talk. I’ll be
right back.” And with that, he disappeared again.

This has got to be one of
the strangest mornings I’ve ever experienced. Even for a witch who
treasures the unusual, it had been an off morning. Not wanting to
appear pathetic, even though I felt as weak as a kitten, I decided
that it was time for me to get up from the couch where Edgar had
deposited me and gasped.

In the room directly in
front of me, sat the most beautiful brass bed I had ever seen. It
was absolutely opulent, filled with whimsical curves and scrolls of
floral patterns that made the headboard totally distinct. Vines of
roses crawled up four posters reaching for the sky as they
supported a beautifully embroidered canopy of Norwegian lace. How I
knew it was Norwegian lace, I really couldn’t say. This bed was so
beautiful that it could have been on the cover of any designer
magazine.

“Oh, my goodness, you are a
beauty,” I whispered out loud extending my fingers covetously
toward the bed. It was simply perfect, and I knew that I wanted it.
All of it – the bed, the bedding, the lace canopy – all of it. I
slowly rose, my weakness forgotten and entered the room, tracing
over the intricate metal work, fingering the letters that were
engraved in a cameo in the center of the headboard. The piece of
furniture was curiously familiar.
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