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BY

RED DAWN

Dedication

To Jamie for helping me to get off my butt.

From the author:

Percy, the cursed wizard turned snake, in this story is one of my all-time favorite characters. Out of every character I’ve written, I loved and laughed at Percy more than most. The really strange thing is, he wasn’t even planned. When I outlined Fate’s Embrace, Percy wasn’t in it. He just sort of happened. His appearance in the story was spontaneous and (to me) absolutely delightful. From the moment he showed up I loved him. I hope that as you read this book you will feel the same way. 

Chapter One

The ritual was complete. Sweat covered me. I’d never performed such an intense spell before. Or perhaps I’d never put as much energy into one. Percy grinned at me, his long, forked tongue slithering past his teeth. Watching a snake grin is always a bit unnerving. But Percy wasn’t always a snake. He’s a cursed wizard who wandered into my garden and nearly made me pee in my pants. He still hadn’t let me live it down, but I thought that under the circumstances I handled myself quite well. That was five years ago; he’d lived with me ever since.

“Sssskyclad rituals are always such a treat,” he hissed.

With the tip of his long, green tail Percy handed me a towel. He’s a pervert, but there was still a lot of power in his serpentine body, despite his curse. And he added that power quite willingly to my spells. He was the best familiar a witch could ever ask for.

“All of this just to tell someone you’re not interested,” Percy said. “Humph.”

“It’s about more than that,” I said. “For weeks now I’ve felt like something was wrong, like there’s something out there waiting for me. This business with Michael just makes it worse.”

Percy looked at me as if I was an idiot and he was thinking of using smaller words to explain himself. “But it’s a protection spell. I hardly think wanting to have sex with you is harmful.”

“It is if I’m not interested.”

He sighed. “My point is that if Michael isn’t looking to hurt you, your protection spell is moot. Why not just tell him you’re not interested?”

“I feel threatened by his presence. Why would I want to start a conversation?”

Percy clicked his forked tongue in disapproval. “This spell, without evidence of foul play makes about as much sssense as those two priests and their snooping around.”

At that I couldn’t help but laugh.

“What did you say they were doing again?” he asked.

“Research. They’re writing a book about small town life and how it affects people. You know, that isn’t really so strange.”

Percy shook his head. “Boring. Who the hell would read a book about that?”

“Get to the point, Perc, I want to take a shower.”

He looked wounded, but I knew him well enough to know he was faking.

“My point is, they don’t know that such a boring book is necessary and yet they’re writing it anyway. You don’t even know if you need protecting from Michael or something else.”

“So I should just sit on my ass until something bites it off?”

He snorted. “You should just tell the man you aren’t interested.”

“Michael knows I’m not interested. I’ve made that clear. This,” I said, gesturing to the tools used to perform the protection spell, “is to make sure he stays away.”

Michael was an alpha werewolf who had somehow gotten it into his head that being mated to a witch would make him more powerful. He was probably right. He wanted my magic mixed with his bloodline so that his family could regain control of the local wolf pack. What he couldn’t seem to comprehend was that I wanted no part of him or his bloodline. Sure, he was good-looking. But Michael was bad. There was a darkness in him that I could feel without him even touching me.

I rose and stepped out of the circle, leaving the candles to finish burning. I draped the towel over my shoulders, covering my breasts as I neared the statue in the corner.

“I wish he was real,” I sighed, placing my hand against the hard marble of the statue’s chest.

“Ssweetheart,” Percy said, slithering up the statue’s leg, “you should go for someone a little less ...  cold. Don’t you think?”

I smiled at the snake’s comment, but my mind remained on the angelic figure before me. He was magnificent. And completely naked. The statue had been passed down in my family for generations. I was the most recent in a long line of witches to gaze upon his perfection. The statue was well over six feet tall and if his wings had been fully spread, he would not have fit into the corner where I’d placed him.

His hair was long, falling over his shoulders and down his back. Though the statue was pale gray, I’d always imagined his hair would be black. When company came over I had a loincloth that I tied around his waist. Other than that I left the statue as it was. I’d been looking at what he had to offer long before I understood what I was seeing. Maybe that’s why I was so comfortable with nudity.

I’d always thought of the angel as my protector and often dreamed of what it would be like if he were real. I’d never wished for that more than I did lately. I had the distinct impression that Michael wouldn’t tolerate my continued refusal.

Percy followed me into the bathroom and slithered over the knobs on the tub, his coils turning on the hot water.

“A glass of wine and a hot bath and you’ll feel better,” Percy said. “The protection spell will work. And if Michael comes around here, I’ll take care of that fur bag.”

I laughed. “How do you plan to do that?” I appreciated his willingness to defend me, but I didn’t think Percy was a match for an alpha werewolf.

His body flopped up and down in what was most likely a shrug. Despite not being human for a long time, Percy had many very human gestures. It was always interesting to watch his expressive serpentine body. 

“Have you seen how people react to a six-foot talking snake? I’ll scare the shit out of him and then bite whatever I can reach.”

I laughed again as he insisted, “I might be poisonous, who knows?”

“How can you still be so human?”

He gave what looked like a shrug again. “Mankind is really not that different from snakes. They’ll all bite each other if necessary. Even if it’s just to get someone out of the way. Sssome bites are poisonous, some wound, some kill, and some leave a scar.”

The truth of Percy’s words haunted me as I drifted toward sleep that night. I’d always been able to take care of myself.  However, I’d never been more aware of being outmatched. I was not strong enough to take on an alpha werewolf, not physically or magically. I blinked heavily. The last thing I saw before falling asleep was the statue in the corner. In my drowsy state, it looked like he winked at me.

Chapter Two

The face before me was one I had dreamed of all my life. He was devastatingly, heartrendingly beautiful. His eyes were like fire. They burned, not because of the color, but the intense passion behind them. In my dreams I knew him, I always had. And now more than ever I knew I had to find him.

If ever I needed a reason to pursue my dream it was this—the world would be worse off for having missed this vision. I could feel his hands on me just as if he were flesh and blood. His smile did things to me I hope to be able to someday put into words. He was the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen, and he didn’t speak a word.

I awoke with a start, the image of his sapphire eyes burning in my mind. It was morning and the night had passed in what felt like a few moments. Something was wrong. I looked around and found my statue missing, my balcony doors open wide.

“Percy!”

Neither of us could figure how someone had gotten into my room and stolen something so large without waking me. All day I was tormented by thoughts of someone watching me as I slept. What if their intentions had been worse than theft?

“So much for my protection spell.”

“You don’t know it isn’t working,” Percy said.

I was getting ready for bed and ready to kick the snake out of my room. As always, he offered to stay, but I wanted privacy. Watching me shower was one thing, watching me sleep was another. Or maybe that’s just because I knew him well enough to know the naughty things he might be thinking while watching me sleep. I don’t necessarily mean naughty in a sexual way. The last time I let him stay in my room, I woke up with a mustache. The bastard used permanent marker and no amount of potions could wash it off. I wore the damn thing for two weeks.

“How can you say that?” I asked. 

“They didn’t hurt you. It’s a protection sssspell. You were not harmed.”

Technically he was right. Whoever they were they had taken something precious to me and for that I despised them. After checking to make sure my balcony doors were locked and that Percy was out of my room, I sat down at the vanity and poured myself a glass of wine. I was exhausted, but too upset to rest. Still, I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew my balcony doors swung open and a cool autumn breeze touched my skin.

Normally fall smells like apples, coffee, spices and burning leaves. But there was something different on the wind tonight. I moved toward the open doors as if in a trance, my thin silk robe billowing about my legs.

I can’t describe the scent exactly, but I can describe how it made me feel. Warm despite the cold, welcome, and most of all, safe. There was something so familiar in the touch of the wind, in the embrace of the night. I stood there a moment just enjoying the sensations. And then I saw him.

As I beheld him there in all his dark glory, arms and wings spread wide, the only word that came to mind was hallelujah. It was a broken word of praise, stolen from my lips before it was complete by a man who looked like one of the Fallen.

As he kissed me I knew one thing for certain, he was no angel. Dark wings enveloped me along with his arms, pressing me against the length of his body. His naked skin burned me through my thin robe. I reached up, running my fingers through his long, dark hair as his tender kiss stole my breath and my heart.

“When did I fall asleep?” I asked breathlessly.

His smile was all the proof I needed that this was a dream. No one could make me feel this way with just a smile.

“Raina.” My name sounded like a caress when he said it. “You’re not asleep.”

I took a step back, admiring the body I was so familiar with. Only now he was flesh and blood and there was nothing cold about him.

“If I’m not dreaming, then who are you?”

His eyes sapphire glowed in the darkness and I fought to keep my heartbeat steady. When he spoke again I nearly swooned. There was magic in his voice, unlike anything I’d heard before.

“I’m your guardian, preserved for centuries by your ancestors, waiting for your call. My name is Aleric.”

“Guardian? Like a guardian angel?”

He laughed softly and I gasped as he pulled me close again.

“Not even close,” he replied with a smile.

I ran my hands up and over his chest, savoring the feel of every curve beneath my palms, waiting for him to turn back to stone. Surely I would wake up soon.

He leaned in close, his breath warm against my lips. “You have only to accept my protection and no harm will come to you.”

“What are you?” I gasped.

His eyes flashed a brighter shade of blue as he replied, “I’m exactly what you asked for.”

Chapter Three

“Shit.”

I sat straight up in bed. I was covered in sweat, my thin gown clinging to my body. Apparently I’d slept on top of the covers. The last thing I remembered was him. What the hell was going on?

“I’m getting sick of this bullshit.”

“What’s wrong?” Percy came slithering in from the hallway. When I gave him a questioning look he added, “You screamed.”

“I did?”

The snake laughed as he wound his way up my bed post. “You did. You cursed and screamed and I came running.” At the word “running” he looked down at his long, green body. “Well, I came,” he said.

I couldn’t help laughing. Percy always cracked me up. Even under the circumstances his humor was most welcome. I stood up, pulling the soaking gown over my head.

“I saw him last night, Percy.”

“Saw who?” he asked, sliding along behind me. “You’re not making any sense.”

I hesitated, but decided to tell him the truth. “I saw the statue.  Only he was real and he was in my bedroom.”

I turned on the shower before turning back to the mirror to brush my teeth. Percy watched me, his tongue darting out a few times while he thought over what I’d just said.

“You’re under a great deal of stressss.”

“Percy,” I said around a mouthful of toothpaste.

He held up the tip of his tail to silence me. “Just hear me out. I think that perhaps the loss of something dear to you has made the problem much worse. You were already so concerned about Michael, and now this theft.” He paused, tapping his tail against his teeth like someone might do with their fingernail. “I think it was all just too much for you.”

I spit into the sink and wiped a hand across the back of my mouth, not bothering with a towel. “You think I’m delusional?”

He grinned. “Darling, you’re talking to a snake.”

“Oh, fuck you.”

He laughed while I attempted to brush my long hair. It’s not exactly blond and not exactly red. I believe the technical name for my hair color is strawberry. Either way, it stayed tangled thanks to my natural curl. I needed to get out as many tangles as I could before washing it.

“Ssseriously,” Percy said. “You might simply be overwrought.”

Overwrought. That sounded like I was hanging above some sort of iron fixture. Even though he didn’t believe me, I continued to tell Percy what happened. I wasn’t sure how to refer to the incident except as a dream.

He followed me into the shower while I spoke and I scooped him up, placing him in his usual basket beneath the shower nozzle.

It’s a contraption I had specially made.  The basket is about four feet long and two feet wide. I’d bought a special shower head that extended far enough out that I wouldn’t bang my elbows on Percy’s basket when I washed my hair.

Percy didn’t always get in the shower with me, but it happened often enough. He liked the water. Ever since he was turned into a snake he said it felt different against his skin/scales. Apparently different was good in this case, because he always went outside in the rain too. At first I thought he just wanted to see me naked. He probably does. He’s most likely going out in the rain to keep me from catching on. Oh well. Who gives a shit if a perverted snake wants to watch me shower? I had bigger things to worry about. Like a six-foot werewolf who wanted to get into my pants. A snake in the shower? No biggie.

“So what happened after he kissed you?”

“I have no idea.”

Percy had been scrubbing my back with a loofa sponge. He dropped the sponge and whacked me with his tail.

“Ouch! What’s wrong with you?”

“What do you mean you have no idea? A strange man with wings appears in your bedroom, makes out with you, and you’ve got no idea what happened next?”

I turned back to face him, hooking the loop of string on the sponge over the tip of his tail again. “I thought you didn’t believe me, that I was overwrought.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t believe you. I said that whatever you saw might be a result of stress.”

I shrugged. “Same thing.”

Percy pouted while I washed my hair. When I started to rinse he climbed down and scooted over to the corner, complaining about me hitting him in the face with my hair.

“I suppose you don’t want to hear his name then?”

“What?” The snake perked up and moved closer to my feet. “You never said you knew his name.”

“Aleric.”

He looked disappointed. “That’s it? No last name?”

I slid the glass door back and stepped out of the shower. Percy flopped wetly onto the tile. I threw down a towel so that he could crawl over it and dry off.

“I’ll look into it,” he said. “But no promises on the one-name-wonder.”

“If I’m delusional for talking to a snake, what are you for researching a winged man with glowing blue eyes?” I laughed at the expression on his face. Yes, snakes can have facial expressions. At least, cursed wizards turned into snakes can.

“If I’m crazy, then you’ve driven me there.”

I laughed. “Don’t kid yourself, Perc. It was within walking distance.”

Percy slinked away to do some research while I got dressed. It was still fairly early, which meant I had time for a relaxing breakfast before starting my day. I needed to gather a few spell ingredients from the surrounding woods. Everything else I might need, Percy ordered online.

I didn’t have any appointments for today, but I’d been expecting someone to pick up a love spell kit for a few days now. Normally I didn’t put together kits for people, I performed the spells myself. The exception, of course, being that I didn’t do black magic.  I also didn’t accept the karma from a fuck up. You know, if someone asks me to do a spell on a married man and I didn’t know he was married. That’s their karma, not mine. An order hadn’t been placed for the spell, I simply knew someone would be along to collect it. I had no idea who would want the spell. I only knew that they’d want to do it themselves and didn’t know what they’d need.

I parted my hair into two sections and worked it into braids. If I didn’t braid it, my curls would turn to frizz before my hair was dry. The weather wasn’t cold enough for a sweater and it certainly wasn’t warm enough for shorts. Finally I decided on some jeans and a favorite t-shirt, the green one that Percy said matched my eyes.

I pushed my feet into fluffy green slippers before heading downstairs in search of caffeine. Vanilla creamer has got to be one of the best inventions known to man. It makes even Amaretto coffee bearable. I hadn’t gone to the store in a week, simply because I had other things on my mind. I was down to a pack of mixed coffees that someone had given me for Christmas last year. All that was left was the nasty Amaretto. The only thing worse was Hazelnut, which I’d thrown in the trash because it tasted like dirt.

After pouring enough creamer to make the coffee tolerable, I took some fruit out of the fridge and settled down for breakfast. I was just finishing my fruit and coffee when I felt Percy crawling up my leg underneath the table.

“Bad news, ssweetheart.”

“There’s going to be some really bad news for you if you climb higher.”

Percy stopped mid-thigh and moved to the table so that he could face me. “As I was saying, nothing in the database about your mysterious winged man.”

We had an extensive database on the computer. It was a compilation of everything known to the magical world. Spells, important people, you name it. It was my grandmother’s life’s work. She was still working on it from her house in south Florida, and sent me regular updates. Hearing that there was no trace of him there was a bigger disappointment than I’d expected.

“Nothing at all?” I took another sip of coffee and frowned.

“There was one instance of the name Aleric, but nothing about wings.”

“What did it say?”

“It said there was a very powerful wizard named Aleric about three hundred years ago, and that he had some sort of enchanted tattoos.”

“That’s it?”

Percy seemed to think it over. “Oh, and he’s a Scorpio and likes walks on the beach. Yes, that’s it. If it isn’t in the database, it’ll be a bitch to find anything on him at all. I say forget about it and concentrate more on our sssecurity around here.”

He crawled to the other side of the kitchen table and wound himself into a coil with his head still pointing at me.

“Any takers on the ad yet?” he asked.

“Not yet, but it’s only been a few days.”

I couldn’t help thinking that if we’d placed the ad sooner, maybe my statue wouldn’t have been stolen. It didn’t feel right without him here. I had literally been looking at him my whole life.

I rose from the table with a sigh and put my coffee cup in the sink.

“My protection spell might be as good as it gets.”

Percy looked upset. “But you posted it in all the big cities too.”

“There’s a chance that no one knows what a W.A. alarm system is anymore. All I know is that my gram said to place that ad if I ever got into trouble that I couldn’t handle.”

Percy’s tongue darted out. “Well, I’ve heard of a wizard alarm, but fat lot of good that does.”

I walked by and stroked his coils. “It’s all right, Perc. I know you’d do it for me if you could. I need to get some things in the woods and then I need to go to the grocery store. You wanna come?”

“Does this mean you’re going to stuff me in that backpack again?”

I laughed. “It’s the only choice if I jog.”

“Couldn’t you take a bicycle this time at least?”

“All right, fine. But you can’t ride in the little basket on the front, so you’ll still have to go in the backpack.”

Percy stretched out and starting winding his way down the table leg onto the floor. “Why? I like the little basket.”

The conversation was too funny for me. I kept remembering the last time Percy rode in the basket. “Because you frighten people. It’s bad enough that I’m the only practicing witch in a small town. I can’t afford to drive around on my bicycle with a snake in the basket.”

Percy gave a little snort of laughter. “Yeah, well, the old bitch shouldn’t have looked in your basket.”

“She’s my neighbor,” I scolded.

“And a rotten, nosy old cunt.”

“Percy!”

He pouted. “Well, she is.”

Ever since my nosy neighbor Denise had spotted him in my basket I got dirty looks whenever I rode into town. Like I didn’t get enough of them before.

“She thinks I’m a devil worshiper.”

He laughed. “Who the fuck would worship her?”

“Percy, that’s enough.” I was trying to hide my amusement but it wasn’t working. Denise shooed him out of her garden once for chasing lizards and stepped on his tail in the process. Percy had a deep, abiding hatred for her ever since.

“You shouldn’t have spoken to her.”

He stopped slithering across the floor and turned back to me. “I didn’t speak to her, I cussed at her.”

I had to sit down, I was laughing so hard. When I went into the store that day I covered Percy with a scarf. I’d come back outside just in time to see Denise lift the covering and hear Percy yell, “Fuck off, you nosy bitch!”

Admittedly, he had to look like an odd bundle. He’s big and the basket isn’t. He was bulging over the sides, sticking out in lumps that I barely had enough scarf to cover. That must have been hard for someone like Denise to resist.

“If she tries it again, I’m going to offer her an apple.”

I nearly fell out of my chair. “That’ll do wonders to stop the devil worship rumors. A talking snake offering her an apple.” I laughed so hard I snorted. “Stop, Percy. I’ve got stuff to do today.”

A few minutes later I had changed into more appropriate shoes and was almost ready to go. I threw my wallet into a backpack I would use for both supplies and hiding Percy. We’d finally reached a compromise. He would ride in the basket until we got close to town, then he’d switch to the backpack. I was stuffing some plastic bags into the backpack when Percy came into the kitchen.

“I don’t like the way it smells outside,” he said.

I paused and glanced out the kitchen window at the clear blue sky and smiled as a gust of wind blew a twirl of golden leaves across the yard.

“What do you mean? It’s a beautiful fall day. What did you smell?”

“Wet dog.”

I laughed. “That could be anything. It’s probably that guy down the road, what’s-his-face that has all the horses? You know, he has a couple of dogs. Big black labs. They might have wandered up here.”

“Or it could be we’ve got a werewolf snooping around.”

Goosebumps rose on my arms. “Don’t scare me, Percy. I’ve got to go into town today or I won’t have anything to eat for supper besides a can of beans.”

“Then take the car, it’s safer.”

“Nothing is safe if a werewolf wants to get to you. Besides, I’m not going to let the bastard scare me out of getting some exercise. I like taking the bike.”

“You also like long jogs through the woods. Why don’t you go ahead and put on your little red hood?”

“Fuck you. Get in the basket.”

Chapter Four

It was such a beautiful day. The wind was cool and crisp, but as long as I kept moving I wasn’t cold. Leaves were starting to turn and they looked even more golden in the sunlight. The grass was starting to die, but the world had never looked more alive to me. Most of my neighbors were out cleaning their yards, which included raking up giant piles of leaves. Garbage pickup in the country does not include leaves. That left only one option. I sighed, breathing it in as I passed. Burning leaves have a different smell than other fires. It’s a distinct fragrance of autumn.

When I pulled over to the side of the narrow road, Percy slithered down from the basket to follow me into the woods. We had already gathered everything else I needed. There was just one more thing I wanted to collect.

“Wolfsbane?” he laughed. “I thought you weren’t that concerned about me smelling a wet dog outside.”

“You can never be too careful.”

“You know, Michael has never physically threatened you.”

I shivered as I put on a glove to collect the poisonous plant. “He didn’t have to. It was in his eyes. I don’t want to be alone with him. Ever.”

I made sure the wolfsbane was wrapped securely so neither of us could touch it, and put it in the small zippered pouch on the front of the backpack. I set the pack on the ground in front of Percy.

He looked at it. “What?”

“You know what. Our next stop is town. Now, get in.”

We were nearly at the edge of town when I saw the two priests talking together on the side of the road. They waved and since I didn’t want to be rude I stopped. “Stay in the backpack,” I said in an undertone to Percy. I elbowed the pack as I came to a halt, forcing him to put his head inside. I just hoped the priests hadn’t noticed.

“Good morning,” I said to the priests. “Conducting more research?”

They had introduced themselves before as Father Dantes and Father Renaldo. Both men had dark hair and dark eyes. If it weren’t for the fact that Renaldo was shorter and Dantes had a thick Spanish accent, you could barely tell them apart. In my opinion, they were too good-looking. They looked more like models than priests. Even though I’m not Catholic, I felt like it was probably wrong to think about a priest this way. So I quickly pushed those thoughts aside.

“We’re going door to door,” Father Renaldo said.

Father Dantes rolled his eyes. “He’s going door to door. I’m trying to talk him out of it.”

I assumed this was because of the behavior of some of the townspeople. “Yes,” I said. “People in small communities can be very close-minded when it comes to religion. I imagine if they’re not Catholic, they don’t want to let you in. Even though you’re not writing a book about religion, all they see is a couple of priests.”

“Raina, wasn’t it?” Father Dantes said. “How is it that you don’t behave like them?”

I shrugged. “I know what it’s like to be shut out. You gentlemen may not want to hear this either, but I’m a witch.”

They didn’t appear as shocked as I’d expected. 

“Have you already been warned?” I teased. “Be sure to wear your crosses and don’t look me in the eye.”

To my surprise, Father Dantes laughed. “You might have been mentioned a few times. Don’t worry. I’m not a fan of superstition. Besides, you don’t look like a maneater to me.”

I raised a brow and could hear Percy chocking with laughter inside the backpack. I tried to cover up the sound with a cough.

“Well, I’ll let you gentlemen get back to your work.”

As soon as we were past them, Percy stuck his head back out of the pack and roared with laughter.

“Ooo, a maneater. That’s a new one,” he teased.

“I can’t imagine where that came from.”

“They must have talked to a jealous housewife who thinks you’re trying to steal her husband.”

I sighed. “I really wish people would stop thinking that just because I’m a witch I’m sex crazed.”

To his credit, the snake didn’t offer further comment, and I was grateful.

Percy waited until the very last minute to tuck his head back inside the backpack. We were coasting down the hill toward the grocery store when he was finally concealed. I saw Denise’s beat-up truck a few parking spaces down and cringed.

My grocery shopping is always pretty basic. Some chicken, fresh fish, fruit and veggies. No junk food. It wasn’t that I was too uptight about my weight to eat sweets or anything. They made me sick. I didn’t eat them growing up and my system was never able to adjust. The closest I came to eating junk was a piece of milk chocolate every now and then.

I made it all the way to the check-out counter before running into my neighbor. The good thing about living in the country was that even close neighbors weren’t really close. Her house wasn’t within sight of mine, but two miles down the road. Those two miles were filled with woods and a couple of fields. I only saw her in town, which wasn’t often. Still, running into someone like her once a year was good enough.

She was in the lane across from me and kept looking my way. I pretended not to notice. Goddess forbid I catch her eye and she strike up a conversation.

I was hanging my bags on the handlebars when she exited the store.

“Shit.”

“What is it?” Percy asked.

“Keep quiet.”

“I beg your pardon?” Denise asked.

As I turned around she flung her long, stringy, white hair over one shoulder. She was nearing sixty, but dressed like she was twenty-five. And acted like a flirty teenager. To men at least. To every woman in the world she was a bitch. To me, she was a super bitch.

“Nothing, I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Is that—?”

“Shh,” I said, cutting Percy off.

Denise gave me a strange look, pursing her already thin lips together. It looked like she’d been sucking on a tube of hemorrhoid cream.

“You got that snake in the basket again?” she asked.

I wasn’t sure what to say. Thankfully, Jack came to my rescue. Jack is a police officer and he looks damn good in a uniform. He walked up just in time and stepped between us as if he could sense the tension.

“Now Denise, I told you when you came down to the station that there are no such things as talking snakes.”

She huffed. “Did I tell you that it was in my garden before? The same damn snake!”

Jack sighed, putting one hand on his hip. “Yes, you did. And I told you that if you see a snake in your garden you shoot it, not file a police report.”

That bitch tried to file a police report on me!

“Why don’t you let Miss Raina get on about her business?” He paused and when she didn’t move, added, “And you get on about yours.”

“Fine,” she said, turning back toward her truck.

I waited until I was back on my bicycle and Jack had walked into the store before I called after her, “He’s in the backpack today.”

Percy poked his head out of the bag and stuck out his forked tongue. The last I saw, Denise fainted and I nearly drove into a ditch.

The ride home was filled with laugher and many snide remarks from Percy on what Denise could do with her shotgun.

“Just stay out of her garden.”

“But she’s got the best lizards,” he whined.

I was so busy talking to the snake that I didn’t see the handsome man on my steps until I was almost on top of him. Wow. Was he here for the love spell? Could I talk him out of it?

Black dress pants hugged his legs like they were on friendly terms. He wore a matching vest and a dark blue shirt. It was when I reached his eyes that I almost wrecked my bike. The stranger rose to help me as I came to a shaky stop beside an azalea bush.

He was tall, towering over me as he reached for my hand. He had a firm grip and a smile that nearly stopped my heart.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe. “It’s you. I mean, um, are you here about the love spell?”

He licked his lips, bringing my attention once more to his full mouth.

“I’m here about the ad.”

He smelled so good, I could hardly think. He was close to me and still holding my hand.

“Are you going to stand there and drool or are you going to tell him our sssituation?”

Percy came slithering out of the backpack, wrapping himself around me like a shawl. The stranger seemed more interested than surprised. I must say, his reaction intrigued me. No one had ever seen Percy and just taken it in stride.

“Let me guess,” the man said, stroking his chin thoughtfully, “the hundred-year snake curse?”

“Yess, it’s a bitch.”

“Wow. I’m impressed,” I said, finally getting a hold on my reaction. “This is Percy and I’m Raina.”

“Call me Al,” he said, shaking the hand he was still holding.

When he introduced himself, my heart leapt. Al? As in Aleric? I wondered. It couldn’t be a coincidence that he looked exactly like my missing statue.

“Please, come inside.”

He helped me with the groceries, and I watched him walk up the steps. He was the same height and underneath those clothes I recognized the shape of a very familiar body. Just the memory of how well endowed the statue was made me so wet I was afraid someone might notice.

After entering the kitchen I turned to our guest and said, “Al, will you excuse me for a minute? I need to put something upstairs.”

Percy remained wrapped around my shoulders, so he went with me. As I tossed the pack full of herbs onto the bed I insisted, “It’s him.”

“Who?” the snake asked as he slid down my body to the floor.

I sighed. “Didn’t you listen to what I told you at all? Don’t you recognize him by my description?”

Recognition dawned in his eyes. “Have you gone completely mental? He appears to be a competent wizard, and he’s come to answer our ad. He is not your damned statue come to life. Now let it rest.”

I put my hands on my hips, glaring down at him. “Fine, then. How do you explain him looking exactly like the statue? He looks just like the living version I saw in my dream, same hair. And those eyes!”

“They do not glow,” Percy pointed out. “Blue eyes are quite common, you know.” When I continued to glower at him he offered another explanation. “Maybe your dream was a foreshadowing. That statue has been in your family for a long time. I think it’s safe to say that you are actually grieving over its loss. I believe your dream was a combination of grief and a foreshadowing of the wizard who would answer our ad. That’s why he had wings in your dream.”

What he said made a lot of sense. I didn’t want to admit to being wrong, but it was a whole lot easier to accept his idea than mine.

“You don’t think it’s odd that he calls himself Al? It’s probably short for Aleric.”

“Go on and ask him then. But you’ll look stupid if you’re wrong and quite possibly like a psssycho if you’re right.”

Damn it, he had a point. Supposing it was short for Aleric, how would I explain knowing that? Aleric wasn’t exactly a common name.

“I hate it when you’re right.”

Percy did his best to pucker up his lips and make a kissing noise at me.

“Come on,” I said, laughing. “Let’s see how long it takes him to run screaming after he hears the rest of our story.”

I put away the groceries while Al sat at the kitchen table and listened patiently to everything that had been going on. I watched him carefully when I mentioned the stolen statue, trying to gauge his reaction.

“Why not report it stolen to the police?” he asked softly. “Why place an ad for a wizard?”

“I placed the ad before it was stolen. Besides, the ad was for a wizard or a witch who could help me,” I corrected. “W.A. could stand for either one.”

His smile was making my knees weak. “So it could. You didn’t answer my question.”

“Have you ever been the only witch in a small town?”

“I’ve never been a witch.” He laughed, running a hand through his long, dark hair. The movement made his biceps flex. It made me wish he wasn’t wearing long sleeves.

“You’re as bad as Percy.”

“I like him,” the snake said.

“Then I should fit right in. Why don’t you tell me what the problem really is?” Al leaned forward in his chair, propping his elbows on the table. His hair fell forward, framing his face and highlighting his blue eyes. Goddess, he was beautiful.

“What do you mean? I have told you. I’m being harassed by a werewolf. He wants me, I’m not interested. I don’t think he’ll continue to take ‘no’ for an answer. And I’m pretty sure he had something to do with my statue going missing.”

He just sat there for a moment, blinking those lovely eyes at me. Then he stood and moved toward me. He didn’t stop until my back was pressed against the counter and the front of his body was pressed against mine. He bent down so close that I thought he meant to kiss me. I felt dizzy. My heart was beating so fast and hard that I wondered if he could hear it.

“None of that sounds like something a witch like you couldn’t handle,” he said, his breath hot against my lips. “Why send for me?”

I wanted to say that I hadn’t sent for him. I’d sent for anyone who might be able to help. But that wasn’t true. One look at him and I knew he was right. It was him I had sent for.

“He wants me to strengthen his bloodline. His father used to be pack leader, but he was killed years ago by a challenger. Michael wants to regain control of the pack and he wants to use my power to do so. If he is mated to a witch it will strengthen him and any offspring he might have.”

He moved closer, brushing his face against mine like a cat. “Is he good-looking?”

“Very. But there’s something else. Something I can’t explain. He hasn’t laid a hand on me, but I feel such violence when I’m near him.” Al moved back enough to look at me again and to my surprise my bottom lip started to tremble. “He frightens me,” I whispered.

The wizard wrapped me in his arms and I couldn’t believe how safe I felt. “That’s all you ever had to say,” he replied, stroking my hair.

“Al, I know this may sound strange, but could you hold me just a little bit longer?”

He laughed as he rested his face against the top of my head. “That’s not so strange. You’re alone here and you’re afraid.”

Percy cleared his throat as if to say I was not alone, but we both ignored him.

“I didn’t mean to make fun earlier. I do know what it’s like to be treated differently. To have people think you’re evil, just because you are different.”

“I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you’re here. I’ve never needed protection from something exactly like this. I performed a standard protection spell, but it’s not my specialty.” 

Something flashed behind his eyes at my words and I felt the hairs on my arms rise in response to his magic.

There was a loud thump and we both turned to see Percy flopped across the kitchen table.

“I hate to break up this tender moment, but what exactly do you plan to do? Assuming you are going to take the job?”

We followed Al around the house while he made a list of ingredients he would need. Once we were finished and back in the kitchen, Percy slid over and looked at his notes.

“Why the hell do you need a jar of dirt and devil’s bones?”

Al smiled. “Does it matter why I need them, or that I already have them in storage?”

“You do?” I asked. “Where? Do you live near here?”

“It won’t take me long to get them. And I used to live around here until recently.”

“You mean in town?”

“Fairly close, yes.”

Yet again I was reminded of my statue. Al rubbed his hands together and smiled at me again. “Shall we go over the details then?”

Chapter Five

Al was going to perform a series of spells that would make up what we referred to as a wizard alarm. The reason it was called an “alarm” was because the spells were bound either to the person they were being cast for or to the one doing the casting. The one bound to the spells would literally become the alarm, aware if anyone who shouldn’t be there crossed the boundary. If a strong enough wizard performed the spells, no one should be able to cross. They might come close though.

Many spells associated with a wizard alarm were rumored to also cause harm. I didn’t know of anyone actually having used such spells before. The extent of my knowledge in matters of alarms came from the database. What I remembered was along the lines of “it will cause harm to those who mean harm to you,” or something like that.

“The spells will be performed over the course of two weeks. Even if I had the time and supplies to do them all in one day, and I don’t, we must wait,” Al explained.

“For what?” Percy asked.

“For the proper phases of the moon, for potions to brew, and for herbs to dry. And salt. We’re going to need a lot of salt.”

“You’ll need to stay close by then,” Percy said.

“You can stay with us.”

They both turned and looked at me, Al with a smile and Percy with surprise.

“That’s very kind of you. It would be best if I am as close as possible.”

“Is the downstairs bedroom close enough for you?”

His eyes sparkled with mischief. “Perfect.”

Well, that was easy. “Do you need help with anything? You can set up however you like. There’s a table in there that should be good for sorting ingredients. I use the kitchen for potion making.”

“I’ll get my things and be back by this evening.” He turned to leave and I put a hand on his arm. He felt so hard and warm beneath my hand. My palm tingled with the contact, and I mean that literally. I could feel the magic radiating from him.

“Was there something else?” he asked.

“We haven’t discussed your fee.”

The look he gave me seemed to burn right through my clothes and the expression on his face made me wonder if he would ask for money or my soul. Turning for the door again, he looked over his shoulder at me and when he spoke his voice was filled with magic. “No charge.”

“But you can’t—”

“Do you accept my protection?”

“Yes.”

“In that case, it is my pleasure.”

And just like that he was gone. I don’t mean he walked out and closed the door, I mean he was gone. Percy and I looked at each other open-mouthed. Could he teleport? Did he know the invisibility spell that was said to not even exist anymore?

“His pleasure? Who the fuck is this guy?” Percy asked.

I looked at the snake incredulously. “As if I should know?”

He snorted. “The way he looked at you, I’d say you know something.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“No, I’m a snake.”

I walked toward the stairs and thumped his nose on my way past. Not hard, just enough to piss him off.

He was in the middle of cussing me when someone knocked on the front door. Percy hid inside the coat closet beside the door so that he could listen. I left the door cracked in case he needed to get out. The way things had been going lately, I wasn’t sure what to expect when I opened the door.

“Daisy.” I definitely wasn’t expecting to see Michael’s aunt. I just looked at her for a moment, unsure what to say. She’s taller than me, with short spiky blond hair and numerous tattoos. She’s got that sexy, biker chick look going on.

“Look, I know what’s been going on with Michael, and this has nothing to do with that,” she said quickly. “Okay, that’s not entirely true. The truth is, I have no idea what’s going on.” She paused. “I just know something isn’t right, you know? It’s like there’s something I’m supposed to remember, but can’t.” She sighed. “And now I just sound like a nut. Please, I don’t mean any harm. Can I talk to you?”

“Sure.” I believed her. Despite the fact that she’s a werewolf, Daisy has a calmness about her that you can’t help but feel when she’s near. We weren’t close, but she and I had always been on good terms and I considered her a friend. It was never necessary for her to tell me she meant no harm. Maybe as a werewolf she felt the need to express things like that to people, just to be on the safe side.

We sat down on the front porch swing and she said, “I was hoping you could help me out with some, ah, personal issues.”

Reality dawned. “You’re the one who needs the love spell.”

She looked shocked. “How did you know that?”

“Don’t look at me like I’m crazy. I just knew. I can’t explain it.”

She adjusted her leather vest and her cleavage nearly tumbled out. I’d never had the nerve to wear a vest as my shirt. She’s in her early forties, but doesn’t look it. Daisy could probably wear a sack and look good in it. She also wasn’t affected by the cool weather, since shifters all ran a little hot.

“The thing is, I’ve been dating this man for a while and I think it’s serious.”

“And he doesn’t?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What do you mean? He won’t commit or something?”

She shrugged. “I think he wants to. He talks about being together and plans for our future, but he won’t make ‘the’ move.”

I smiled, finally understanding what she was talking about. “Would you like him to propose?”

“I don’t want to make him do anything against his will,” she said quickly. “But if it is what he wants too, then I would like to give him a little push.”

“Well,” I said, “that’s just the kind of love spell I’ve got prepared.”

“Are you psychic too?”

I shrugged. “Sometimes I just know things. I wouldn’t exactly call it psychic. I can’t know things on command or anything like that.”

“Oh. Well, do you think you could help me then?”

“Sure thing. Any chance of you telling me who the lucky man is?”

Daisy laughed. “If it works, you’ll get an invitation to the wedding.”

We shared a pitcher of iced tea while I explained how everything in the spell kit worked. Daisy looked nervous, but more than ready to take on the task. She never said whom she intended to use it on, and I didn’t ask again. It was nice to know that not every member of the wolf pack was out to convince me to become Michael’s mate.

“What do I owe you?” she asked.

“You don’t owe me anything.”

Daisy and I were friends and I wanted to give her the kit. Thanks to a generous uncle, my house and everything in it was already paid for. All I had to do was make enough money to pay my utilities. However, Daisy wouldn’t hear of it.

“Tell me one more time how this works and then you will let me pay you.”

After the explanations were finished and Daisy paid me for the kit, she rose to leave. Then she turned back and looked at me thoughtfully. “Be careful,” she said, and gave me a quick hug.

I wasn’t sure how to react other than to say, “Okay. Thank you.”

“That was strange,” Percy said, slithering out onto the porch as Daisy drove away. “Are things worse than we’d ssspeculated?”

A cool breeze tickled across my skin and I shivered, hugging my arms close to my chest. I took her warning as more of a friendly suggestion, but Percy acted like it was a bad omen.

“I hope not.”

Chapter Six

I pulled on a soft wool coat before curling up with Percy and a good book in the porch swing. After several relaxing minutes of listening to the wind in the trees, Percy asked, “Have you got enough condoms?”

The murder mystery I had been reading was in such contrast to his question that all I could say was, “What the fuck, Perc?”

He gave a little flop that looked like a shrug and moved his lime-green body closer to my feet, curling around my ankles. I was used to him stealing my body heat. He only came out on cool days because he liked the fall scenery, not because his cold-blooded body enjoyed it.

“I was just thinking.”

I laughed. “About condoms? That’s a little odd, don’t you think?”

“Well, you’ve got that hot wizard here for two weeks and you have been going through quite a dry spell.”

I was torn between wanting to laugh again or slap the shit out of him. Since he was already having a worse life than me, I decided on laughing and pulling my feet and their warmth away.

“I don’t believe you.”

“It’s a legitimate question. People go buck wild when they haven’t had sex for a while and the next thing you know you’re pregnant or caught the clap.”

“For your nosy-ass information, I’m on the Pill. And no, I don’t have any condoms. I also have no intention of jumping his bones the minute we’re alone. He’s here to help. I’m going to let him help.”

He laughed. “Liar.”

He was right. I wanted Al so badly I practically foamed at the mouth when I looked at him. That didn’t mean I planned to be irresponsible. I still wanted to know what happened to my statue and was having a very hard time shaking my dream of him and his glowing blue eyes.

Percy scooted back toward my feet. “Obviously I’m not too nosy or I would have found your pills. So, ha.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Come here,” I said. I took him in my arms and stuffed as much of him as would fit into my coat. “Better?”

“Much.”

We stayed that way a while and I read aloud so that he could help me figure out who the villain was. Then I remembered the wolfsbane.

“I should hang it up,” I said, moving so that Percy could still wrap around me underneath the coat.

I put on latex gloves and tacked some of the plant above my bedroom door, like you might hang mistletoe.

“Looks very decorative,” Percy said.

“It’s supposed to keep out werewolves,” I drawled. “I could give a shit how it looks.”

“I thought you had to touch it directly to their skin to hurt them,” he said.

“I read somewhere that just having it around discouraged their presence. I hope that’s right.”

“Well, I’m going to check the garden for some late lunch. You have fun with that.”

I opened the window for Percy to go outside and headed toward the front door. I only had enough to put up one more little bunch of wolfsbane and I thought that would be the next best spot. I had to get a chair so that I could reach above the door to tack up the plant.

As I was finishing my task, I heard someone driving up behind me. Foolishly I assumed it was Al coming back. I had just stuffed the gloves in my back pocket when I turned to find Michael smiling at me from the back of his motorcycle.

“Good afternoon,” he said as he switched off and threw one long leg over the seat.

His long, wavy brown hair was disheveled from the ride and his dark eyes seemed to smolder as he looked at me. A low growl escaped his lips as he moved toward my front steps.

“Michael. I can’t say it’s good to see you. What do you want?”

I pulled the coat close around my throat and he laughed.

“I wanted to apologize.”

I’m sure I looked as surprised as I felt. “Really?”

He looked good enough to eat in those jeans. Still, his presence disturbed me. The feelings I got when he was near me were anything but sexy.

“It’s in my nature to lay things on the table. The wolf is like that. I realize that I may have come on too strong by letting my intentions be known so boldly.”

I raised an eyebrow. “May have?”

“All right, I was an asshole and I’m sorry I frightened you.”

“Really?” I knew I was starting to sound like a broken record, but I was having a hard time believing in his sincerity.

Michael advanced on me like an animal stalking its prey. My back was flat against the wall beside the front door and I was wondering why the wolfsbane wasn’t working.

“I’m trying to apologize,” he said softly, closing the distance between us. “Why won’t you let me be kind to you?”

“Because something about the way you feel frightens me.” It was the truth, though I’m not sure why I admitted it to him. I’m not in the habit of telling people when they make me uncomfortable, let alone admitting to my fears.

“Let’s see if we can’t fix that.” Before I could react he kissed me. It wasn’t the harsh press of lips I would have expected, but gentle. And despite who was doing the kissing, it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. He was trying to be nice and I tried to relax, but couldn’t shake my unease. He growled, the sound vibrating low in his chest. To my surprise I liked it. I was terrified, but there was something in his kiss, something that begged me to look deeper, to see the man and not the beast. I put my hands against his chest. He was burning through the thin white t-shirt and before I knew it I was running my hands underneath the fabric. Then, the strangest thing happened. My fears melted away as I touched his hot skin and I moaned, surrendering to his kiss.

He moved his hand to my waist underneath the coat, and drew back with a hiss.

“What the fuck?” He looked up, noticing the wolfsbane above the door and growled. “Is this what you think of me?”

The glove in my back pocket must have touched his skin. Damn it, you did have to touch it to their skin.

“Michael, I—”

Before I could say anything, a flash of green flew past me and attached itself to Michael’s thigh. He yelped as Percy dug in his fangs and drew blood.

“What the fuck?” he repeated.

He ripped the snake off his leg and flung him against the wall. He was about to stomp him when I put myself in the way.

“Stop it!”

I hugged Percy to me, afraid to think about how he wasn’t moving.

“Get out of here.”

“You put up wolfsbane and what appears to be your pet snake attacked me, and you’re treating me like the villain? Un-fucking-believable.”

Strangely enough, his words hurt. Why did I feel guilty?

“Is there a problem, Raina?”

Had his kiss really been so good that I hadn’t heard Al drive up with a trailer in tow? I suppose it had. My face was still flushed from Michael’s touch, even as I wondered if he’d killed my best friend. Surely my life couldn’t get any more complicated.

The wizard stepped up onto the porch, his long hair blowing in the cool breeze. He didn’t even look real. He looked like a god or a devil of some sort. He was taller than the werewolf by a few inches and when he came to stand beside him, his eyes flashed a brighter blue. I knew I wasn’t mistaken this time. For just a second, they had glowed.

At this point, Michael released his bleeding thigh and turned to the wizard. “I came by to apologize to Raina about something and her snake attacked me.”

“He’ll live,” Al said.

“He will?” Michael and I both asked. I was surprised to hear he cared.

Not one to be pushed around, Michael stood his ground, staring the other man down with eyes that had now become amber. “Who are you?”

“Aleric. I’ll be staying here for a while.”

“Well, I’m Michael,” he said. “And I’ll see you around.”

Chapter Seven

“Is the pissing contest over now, because I’d really like to take Percy inside?” I said, more sharply than I’d intended.

Michael was driving away and Aleric was watching him leave. Deep down I had known his name all along, but to hear him admit to it made me a little shaky. I gathered Percy tighter in my arms and took him to the spare room upstairs. Here he had an assortment of pillows he normally slept on. He wasn’t visibly harmed, but had been knocked out cold.

I stroked his head for a minute or two, waiting for him to come around.

“Is he sssick?” he asked groggily.

I was so relieved to hear him speak that it took me a minute to think about what he’d said.

“What do you mean?”

“Michael. Did I make him sick?”

“No. I’m sorry.” He looked so disappointed. “Maybe you’re just not poisonous to werewolves?”

My suggestion seemed to cheer him up. “Well, if you were poisonous to werewolves, he certainly had time to get an overdose.”

I stood up so fast that I dropped him on the floor. “Ow.”

“You asshole. Do you realize I put myself between you and an angry werewolf today?”

“A werewolf that had no intention of harming you.”

We both turned to see Aleric standing in the doorway. His words were such a shock that I just stared at him for a second.

“You think I’ve been lying to you?” I was furious at the very thought.

“No,” he said calmly. “I think that you are in danger, just not from Michael. At least, not in the way you may have suspected.”

“Then please enlighten me, Aleric. What do you think? And why the hell have you been showing up in my dreams?”

He glanced down at the snake. “Would you like to discuss this alone?”

“Sure,” I answered at the same time Percy said, “Hey.”

A few minutes later, Aleric stood propped against my kitchen counter. I watched as he unbuttoned the cuffs on his sleeves and the black vest.

“Don’t stop on my account.” Holy shit! What had come over me?

He smiled and I sincerely wished he’d heed my request. “You said I had been showing up in your dreams. How?”

I poured a glass of red wine and he accepted the offer with another dazzling smile. I decided to skip the fact that he looked like my missing statue or that he had appeared with wings.

“You said you were here because of my ancestors, to protect me.” Okay, best skip the glowing eyes business for the moment too. “And you told me your name was Aleric.”

He looked thoughtful as he took a sip of wine. “That could easily be a foreshadowing.”

“But it isn’t.”

“Perhaps,” he said, smiling. “Why don’t you tell me why you let Michael kiss you if you’re so afraid of him?”

“Why don’t you tell me why you didn’t charge for your services?”

This time his grin was definitely wicked. “Who says I didn’t charge? I just didn’t charge you. The account was paid and it was done by a relative of yours.”

“What?” This was all too much. “So, a relative of mine paid you to come and protect me? You can’t be serious.”

“I am. I can’t tell you all the details now. You wouldn’t believe me if I did. Don’t worry,” he said, taking another sip of wine, “eventually you’ll know everything. But you didn’t answer my question. Again. Tell me why you let Michael kiss you. And I want the truth.”

I took a deep breath and a big gulp of wine. Just the memory of his kiss made me warm enough to take off my coat. “All right. I should tell you first that I’ve known Michael for a long time. We both grew up here and I’ve never been afraid of him before. We weren’t close, but were always on friendly terms. It was only recently that I started to get this vibe from him.”

“Get to the kiss.” Did he have to look so in control? I probably would have told him anything he’d asked.

I took another deep breath and closed my eyes, remembering Michael’s body pressed against me. “At first, I was terrified. But then I touched his skin.” I had to pause, wiping my sweaty palms against my jeans. “I ran my hands underneath his shirt and the fear went away. I wanted him. I felt something I hadn’t expected in his touch.”

“Desire?”

“Kindness.”

“Hmm.” Aleric finished his wine and placed the glass on the counter. “I think I should start with the first spell tonight.”

He walked into the foyer and I followed. “That’s it? You aren’t going to say anything?”

He turned abruptly and I ran into his chest. I can’t say I wasn’t happy to be there. I put my palm against his stomach to steady myself, enjoying the contact.

“I did say something. I said I think I should start with the first spell tonight.”

I sighed. “You know I meant about Michael. I just told you what it felt like to kiss someone who until this afternoon I was terrified of.”

He smiled. “And I thank you very much for that, but I’m not sure what it all means. It took contact with his skin to erase your fear. You’ll most likely be afraid when you see him again, unless you touch him.”

“So your suggestion is that I continue to touch him?” I laughed, unable to believe how this conversation was going.

Aleric crossed his arms and looked down at me. His look would have been scolding except for the way one corner of his mouth turned up just a hint.

“That’s not what I said.”

I met his challenging look for a minute before announcing, “I’m going to start dinner.”

“Fine. I’m going to start the spell.” 

I laid out the salmon and started gathering seasonings. While I rinsed the asparagus my thoughts drifted back to that kiss. And to the way I knew what Aleric looked like naked, thanks to my dreams. My emotions were in a giant, snarling knot. It had never occurred to me that Michael might not be the cause of what I felt when I was near him. As a matter of fact, anything I might have thought of him before had been sort of erased after this odd fear settled in. I was, until this afternoon, irrevocably convinced that he was out to do me harm.

I had just placed the fish on the grill top when I decided to check on Aleric. I walked in just in time to be shocked once again. He was standing in front of my door, which was engulfed in flames. Only they weren’t burning the wood. He moved his hands in a fluid, almost Tai-Chi, way. And he spoke what sounded like Latin. I had never seen magic like this before. There was something strange about Aleric, that was for certain. How did he know magic I had never even heard of? Not that I know everything, but my grandmother almost does, and she’d never mentioned this sort of magic.

He made a gesture toward the door as if he were throwing something. The flames burned brighter for a moment and then vanished. He turned to me with a smile, covered in sweat, his already well-fitted clothes clinging to his body.

“Your front door is safe,” he said. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”

I was still staring at both him and the door like an idiot. “Sure. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.”

Aleric went to the trailer outside that I assumed carried all of his supplies. It wasn’t strange that he’d brought the trailer. It was strange that it looked like one of those wagons you’d expect to see in a gypsy caravan. When he drove up earlier I did notice this, but admittedly I was too distracted to give it my full attention. The black truck wasn’t overly interesting, but the wagon I couldn’t figure out.

He came back in with two black leather bags and went straight for the guest room. I was just finishing dinner when he came in wearing nothing but a dark blue bathrobe. I was so busy staring at his glistening chest that I failed to notice he was also holding Percy.
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