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Cammie

I stood there, staring at the hand-painted sign swaying in the warm breeze like it was mocking me: Lizette’s Psychic Readings. What a joke. The building itself looked like it had been dragged out of some forgotten corner of Louisiana, one of the few brick structures outside New Orleans, slathered in cheap white paint by someone who didn’t give a damn about the years of grime and faded colors underneath. 

I could practically see the paint roller in some guy’s hand, slopping it on while whistling a tune, oblivious to the history he was covering up. 

“What am I doing?” I muttered under my breath, my body refusing to budge even though my brain had already decided this Lizette, whoever she was, couldn’t possibly help me any more than I could help myself. Which, let’s be honest, wasn’t saying much.

My eyes locked onto the front door—white, naturally, because apparently this place was allergic to color—cracked open just enough for a single sliver of morning sun to sneak through and sprawl across the dusty wooden floor. It was the universal “we’re open” sign, but my feet still wouldn’t move. I was rooted to the spot, like some pathetic statue of indecision. Seconds ticked by, each one feeling like a tiny heartbeat screaming at me that life was too precious to waste. Had I wasted my time? Had I flushed four years of my life down the drain chasing a fairy-tale happily-ever-after with the only man I’d ever loved? The questions swirled in my head like a bad song on repeat, and I didn’t have a single answer. That’s why I was here, standing outside this sketchy psychic shop, hoping some stranger could untangle the mess I’d made of my life.

I didn’t even realize I’d lifted my hand to my face, slipping a finger under my sunglasses to wipe away a tear that had escaped and rolled down my cheek. Big mistake. The sting from the bruise Rodney had so generously gifted me the night before flared up, a hot, throbbing reminder of his temper. 

I sucked in a breath, biting back the urge to scream to the world that I didn’t want another man’s hands on me unless they came with love, not fists. The pain snapped something in me, though, and before I could overthink it, my foot finally moved, carrying me through the door into the ancient shop to find... what? My destiny? Yeah, right. But I was here, so I might as well roll with it.“Have a seat, I’ll be right out,” a woman’s voice called out, sharp enough to make me nearly jump out of my skin. I recovered with a quick nod, like she could see me through the walls or something, and made my way to a tiny table with just two chairs. I plopped into one, trying to look casual while my brain scrambled to make sense of this place. The shop was a cluttered fever dream. Shelves, barely shoulder-high, were crammed with jars of dried herbs and fresh roots, all mingling together like they were plotting something. The walls were practically drowning in handcrafted wooden dolls, draped in cloth so outdated it probably hadn’t been in style since my grandma was a kid. I glanced down at a small wooden crate by my leg, holding a row of candles in every color of the rainbow, each one clearly used. I wondered if they meant something specific to the mysterious Lizette, like a secret candle code I was too broke and broken to crack.

“Grab the orange one and put it up on the table,” the voice said again, and my head snapped forward so fast I nearly gave myself whiplash. I froze, staring at the crate, not moving an inch. “Go on, it ain’t gonna hurt ya,” she added, her light blue house slippers scraping across the wood planks as she shuffled toward the table. I glanced at her—Lizette, I presumed—then back at the crate, slowly picking up the small orange candle like it might bite me. I set it on the table in front of her as she settled into the other chair. “I ain’t the one that needs answers,” she said, pushing the candle back toward me so it sat inches from my body at the table’s edge. Okay, lady, cryptic much?

“I... uh... I have several questions,” I stammered, already second-guessing this whole adventure. I was half-ready to bolt, convinced this old woman had no clue why I was even here.

“No ya don’t,” she shot back, like she was arguing with me over the last slice of pie. I stared at her, dumbfounded. Was she seriously picking a fight with a paying customer? “Take this and light it,” she said, sliding a small black lighter across the table. “And take them glasses off. I can’t read your eyes if I can’t see ’em.”

My hands froze in my lap. Taking off my sunglasses was the last thing I wanted to do. I came here to ask questions, to find some kind of guidance, not to parade the evidence of Rodney’s rage across my face. 

The bruise was still fresh, a throbbing map of last night’s disaster. “Them bruises yer hidin’ ain’t nothing I haven’t seen before,” Lizette said, and my heart lurched like she’d reached in and squeezed it. Memories of Rodney’s fists flashed through my mind, each blow a punch to my soul. I fought back the sting of tears as my hands reluctantly moved to my sunglasses, pulling them off slowly, exposing the damage I’d been hiding.

There I sat, feeling like a raw nerve, waiting for the pity I was sure was coming. But Lizette didn’t say a word. The silence stretched on, heavy and awkward, until I opened my eyes and saw her lighting the orange candle for me. She was already busy arranging tiny sticks in the middle of the table, sprinkling strong-smelling herbs over the weird little structure like it was some kind of art project. 

“What...” I started, my voice shaky, “do you think... I want to know?”

Lizette just smiled, placing a small glass jar on the candle crate near the table. It wasn’t an answer, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was all part of some well-practiced con. I straightened in my chair, staring her down until she met my gaze. “Please,” I said, my voice firmer now, “tell me why you think I’m here.” She reached across the table, taking my right hand in hers, and I swear it felt like she was peering straight into my soul. The questions I’d been carrying—Have I wasted my time with Rodney? Will he change into the man he promised he’d be? Will he stop hurting me? Will he stop cheating? Should I give up and move on? Will I ever find love again?—they stayed locked behind my lips. I tried to use silence to force her to speak, but she just stared back, her face blank until that damn smile crept back.

“Ya already have the answers to most of your questions... so they ain’t questions at all,” she said, her eyes flicking to the candle’s flame. I followed her gaze, my heart sinking. “The only question in your heart is if he’ll pay for the hell he put ya through.”

I snapped my head up, ready to deny it, but the words caught in my throat. “That answer, young lady, is up to you,” she added, and I leaned back, my mind racing to piece together this bizarre visit. Bruised, scared, and clearly a mess—hell, even the sixteen-year-old cashier at the grocery store had given me that pitying look, like she could tell exactly what I’d been through. Did I really need a psychic to point out the obvious?

“Look,” I said, standing up and digging in my pocket for some cash, “I appreciate your time, but you obviously have no idea why I’m here, and you can’t help me.” I started to toss a crumpled wad of bills on the table when Lizette grabbed my wrist, her grip like iron.

Her head tilted slightly, and I froze as she... sniffed me? “Are you... sniffing me?!” I yelped, my voice hitting a pitch I didn’t know I had. Her eyes closed, like she was savoring the scent of fresh-baked pie instead of, well, me. I tried to yank my arm free, but her grip held tight. “Let go!” Her eyes opened slowly, staring through me like I was a ghost. 

“It’s strong. Maybe you brushed against one... maybe...” Her words trailed off as she dragged a long, pointed fingernail across my wrist, hard enough to draw blood. I struggled, panic rising, but her strength was unreal. 

“Let me go! Please!” I screamed as she brought her finger to her lips and licked the blood she’d scraped from my skin. “Stop! Please!”

“Anthaa aldhiyb,” she murmured, and I had no clue what the hell that meant, nor did I care. “He will pay for all he did, if you choose that path. But only you can decide.” Her grip loosened slightly, but not enough for me to break free. “Drink this if ya wish to gain strength,” she said, shoving a small vial into my front pocket with her free hand. “Ya won’t change completely, but you’ll be stronger, faster, and ya can protect yourself against all who wish to bring ya harm.”

I stared at her, my heart pounding as she continued, calm as if we were chatting over tea. “But know that the others will smell ya, and they’ll find you. They’ll want ya, young lady, but they can’t force ya. That choice is yours.” I yanked my arm again, tears streaming down my face, but she didn’t budge. “Your blood line is old. Strong. I suspect packs will come from all over to claim ya. It’s the only way to change completely, ya see?”

“No!” I screamed, my voice raw. “I don’t see anything!” Her gaze flicked to the front door, then back to me. 

“He’s coming. Drink it, and he won’t hurt ya again. But only lie with your true mate if you want to become one with the pack.” I followed her eyes to the door, my stomach twisting.

In less than a second, the door flew open, and there he was—Rodney. I looked down, ready to beg Lizette one last time to let me go, but she was gone. Vanished. 

“I... where...” I stammered, my brain short-circuiting.

“What the hell are you doing here?!” Rodney’s voice boomed as he crossed the shop in a few long strides, grabbing my arm and hauling me out like I was nothing more than a ragdoll.
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Cammie

“Cam!” The shout cut through the humid air as Rodney and I reached the edge of town, and we both whipped our heads toward the sound. No surprise who it was—Lydia’s voice could wake a coma patient. Rodney’s grip on my wrist tightened, and I’d had just about enough of people treating me like a damn prisoner. 

My patience was thinner than the threadbare shirt I’d thrown on that morning.

Through gritted teeth, I hissed, “Let go. I’m not going to be able to lie about what you did to my face if Lydia sees your death grip on my wrist.” I yanked hard, my voice low but sharp enough to cut glass. “Let... go.” Rodney’s eyes widened, like he couldn’t believe I’d dared mention the bruise he’d left on me. Honestly, I couldn’t believe it either—I’d never called him out on his bullshit before, no matter how bad it got. He was too stunned to react, his hand loosening just enough for me to wrench free. I didn’t give him a chance to recover before I waved at Lydia across the street and bolted across the narrow two-lane road to join her, leaving him standing there like a kicked puppy with a mean streak.

“I was just about to text you,” Lydia said, grinning wide. “I’m actually early for a change.” Lydia, early? That was a miracle bigger than anything Lizette could’ve pulled off. I glanced back across the street, catching Rodney’s glare—oh, that look promised a lecture later, probably with a side of yelling about why I’d been in a psychic’s shop of all places. Normally, that glare would’ve had me scampering back to his side, begging for forgiveness like some trained dog. But not today. I forced a smile at Lydia and pushed open the door to the little soup-and-salad joint we’d planned to hit up earlier that week, pretending I didn’t feel his eyes burning holes into my back.

“Really? You’re gonna keep those stupid oversized sunglasses on?” Lydia asked, plopping into her seat across from me. I froze. I hadn’t thought about the fact that Lydia had never seen the full extent of what Rodney had done to me. My sunglasses were my shield, hiding the evidence of last night’s disaster. But for reasons I couldn’t even explain to myself—maybe Lizette’s weirdness had scrambled my brain—I reached up and pulled them off, staring straight at Lydia. Her face crumpled into horror, her eyes bouncing between the bruise and me like she was trying to solve a puzzle that didn’t add up.

Lydia, always adorably flawless without a damn clue how beautiful she really is. Her shoulder length dirty blonde hair was hanging perfectly around her face. But her bright blue eyes and black, thick lashes were the icing on her beauty cake.

“Please tell me you got hit by a car. Or ran into a brick wall. Or fell off a ladder...” she said, her voice trailing off as she begged for any explanation that wasn’t the truth.

“No. Nothing so exciting,” I said, my voice flat. I didn’t smile, and neither did she. The truth hung between us, heavy and unspoken, confirmed by the way her eyes locked onto mine.

“Are you fucking serious? He did that to you?” Lydia’s voice shot up, loud enough to make heads turn in the tiny shop. I glanced around, my cheeks burning, and shot her a look that screamed keep it down. She caught the hint and leaned in, lowering her voice to a fierce whisper. “I’ll kill him. I swear to—”

“It’s okay,” I cut in, then winced at how stupid that sounded. “I mean, not okay that he did this to me, but it’s over. I’m going to stay away from the house until he goes to work tonight, then I’ll go get my things.” The words tumbled out before I even realized I’d made a plan. But as soon as I said them, I nodded to myself. Yeah, that’s what I’m doing. I’m done.

Lydia looked like she wanted to press me for more, but I wasn’t ready to spill my guts just yet. I had questions of my own, and they were burning a hole in my brain. “Before you ask me too much, I need to know something,” I said, leaning forward. Lydia’s eyes narrowed—she clearly wanted to grill me about Rodney—but she nodded, letting me take the lead.
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