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Stepping out of the elevator, looking right and then left, Sasha Devereaux located the door she’d been looking for. With She walked towards it with confident steps, while registering the plaque on the door's left side naming it as the Genealogy Research Company's offices. Taking a moment to calm her speeding heart, Sasha took a deep breath and composed her coat.

Then she rang the bell.

A buzzer sounded and opened the door; she pushed it ajar, walked in. The reception area was pristine, and stark, with crisp white marbled floors covered by slate grey rugs. A couple of Barcelona chairs stood against the wall; a low, black coffee table in front of them, littered with glossy magazines. Facing the door a high black counter served as desk for the receptionist, with a comfortable looking chair behind it. The place seemed empty, but then a head popped up from behind the counter.

A woman in her mid thirties looked up at Sasha, eyes brown and creamy. Her hair was tinged in golden hues, betraying an expensive dye job at a high end salon. The make-up she wore looked barely there, accentuating her eyes and tuning down the large, plump lips which, if coloured in a bright shade, might have made her look too sultry. An expression of wonder and curiosity travelled across her whole face.

“Hi,” the woman said, and Sasha smiled back.

“Hello. I'm looking for Ruth Fleming,” she uttered, voice cool and calculated, hiding her state of anxiety and nervousness. 

The woman behind the brisk, black counter eyed her more keenly.

“I'm Ruth Fleming,” she replied, voice level; and yet a hint of curiosity coming through.

Sasha blushed at having mistaken the woman for the receptionist, but the fact was she was having trouble reading the person in front of her. Ever since a child, Sasha had been able to discern people in a very accurate manner, like she was a telepath of sorts, who could sense other people's real intentions and motives, instead of their thoughts. That had led to a certain of isolation and loneliness on her part, with broken relationships that were doomed from the start. Once in a blue moon she would come across a person she had a hard time reading, or couldn't read at all, like her own uncle. And the woman in front of her, who was now emerging from behind the counter, hand extended towards Sasha.

She was clad in leather trousers and a white turtle-neck,  feet were encased in a pair of white sneakers that squeaked over the marbled floor. Taking in her whole look and attire, so stylish yet effortless, Sasha felt dowdy in her tight jeggings and lace up boots coming up to her knees, the burgundy sweater underneath the dark brown fake fur coat, the mass of unruly brown hair that always looked like she had merely gotten out of bed and pulled something on without even bothering to brush it. She felt positively horrid, looking at a woman so polished as the one in front of her, who still held her hand out.

Sasha took it, feeling its warmth and smoothness, returning the shake. Still nothing transpired of the woman.

“Hi, my name is Sasha Devereaux. You were recommended by a common friend, Joe Bartlett?” she informed. 

The Fleming woman eyed her even more keenly. “Joe? It's been years since I last spoke to him. How is he?”

Sasha began to relax; Joe had always had that effect on her. Even the mere mention of his name helped her get focused and clear headed. It was a shame their brief love affair hadn’t worked out.

“He's fine. Mentioned you two were in college together, and that you were the best genealogist he knew of.”

“I see. Come into my office, please. We're sort of between receptionists. You don't happen to be looking for a job now, do you?” Ruth Fleming joked, and Sasha considered taking her up on the offer. Not that she needed a job, but she sort of missed having a reason to get out of bed and her pyjamas in the morning.

Following the other woman across the hall, she stepped into a bright, luminous office, decorated in shades of light grey and white. Everything was soothing inside that room; from the hue of the walls down to the welcoming, comfy chair she was offered. 

Ruth sat herself across the white desk and smiled, though her eyes didn't change. They were still keen upon Sasha's face, but looking like she was seeing beyond her features and deep into her soul. For a second, Sasha wondered if the other woman might not actually be like her, able to sense people's true selves down to a dot.

“So, you want a family tree, do you? For yourself or as a gift?” Ruth asked, bringing out a pad and a pencil. Sasha fiddled in the chair, feeling rather conspicuous. “No need to be nervous, I'm not the dentist,” Ruth laughed quietly, a warm sound, soothing and joyful.

“It's actually for me,” Sasha wondered how much she should tell the other woman, of the little she knew about her own life and ancestors, or the reasons why she wanted that family tree now. “See, I... damn, this isn't easy, not as I thought.”

“Take your time. Would you like a cup of tea?” 

Ruth got up from her desk, made for the door, and Sasha followed her out.  She was led down the small hallway and into another room. This one was painted a bright and cheerful yellow, decked with off-white cabinets. A stove was fitted into a corner. Over the counter a microwave oven took centre stage and to the left a medium sized fridge closed off the space. Two square tables occupied the spot nearest the window, with various mismatched chairs around them. It was a room obviously intended for the consumption of meals. Ruth eyed her once more, a question in her face.

“Sure,” Sasha tried smiling, but it came out lopsided. “No sugar, but with milk,” she added, as an afterthought, and sat down at one of the tables after Ruth gestured her to it. 

While the water boiled away in the kettle, the woman deftly retrieved the tea, the milk and two large mugs from the cabinets. She prepared both drinks and set them on the table. Then she produced a tin from the counter, and offered the contents to Sasha, who was unsurprised to see a few cookies scattered inside. She refused, but wrapped her cold hands around the mug.

“So, your name is Sasha Devereaux. Father?” Ruth plod on, the pad resting next to her tea, pencil in hand at the ready to start scribbling away. Like Sasha, she was left handed, and it felt reassuring, somehow.

“My father passed away when I wasn’t even one. Both my parents died. What I mean is they died together.”

Ruth smiled openly. “I was merely asking for your father's name so I could start researching.”

Sasha laughed out loud and took a sip of her tea, letting the heat invade her. “Sorry, I'm not used to this. All right, so my father's name was Andre Devereaux. I was born in 1979, in Newcastle. My mother's name was Anna Orlov. She died, along with my father, in a fire that destroyed the apartment where they lived.

“Anna came from a family of Russian gipsies, and they were dead set against her involvement with my father, this according to my uncle. My father had taken me away from them, from her, and my uncle had left Newcastle with me just hours before they died. From what he told me, she’d gone to my father's to warn him her brothers and the rest of the tribe were going after him, perhaps to kill him and retrieve the baby. Me. My father managed to call his brother to let him know what Anna told him, before they were burnt alive inside that flat. By my mother's family.”

Ruth scribbled away furiously, without lifting her head. When Sasha finally interrupted her discourse, the other woman looked at her.

“Your uncle raised you, right?” she asked, a tight smile curling the corners of her lips. “So, why don't you ask him about your genealogy? Why spend money hiring a specialist firm?”

Sasha blushed again, tears prickling at her eyes. 

“I can't,” she whispered, and looked straight at the woman, as if daring her own tears to fall. “He passed away eighteen months ago. A plane crash,” sighing audibly, she drank deeply of her tea. “I have no one else, apparently, and yet, aside my mother's family with whom I want nothing to do with, I’m pretty certain there must other Devereauxs in the world. Some might be related to me, some might not, but I would really like to find out if I have cousins.” She leant forward on the table, lower arms parallel to her shoulders, hands still wrapped around the mug, now cold and empty. 

Her whole face seemed to crumple into the folds of the maroon turtle-neck sweater she wore, making her look small and slight, childlike. “Look, my uncle was always very elusive concerning our family history. He told me about my parents when I was little, but shunned every conversation I tried having about his own family and origins. I know he and my father were twins, but I have no idea if they had any other siblings. I don't know the name of their grandparents, nor whence they came from. The name Devereaux sounds French, so there must be a French origin to us. After my uncle died I was... well, I got very depressed. I couldn't deal with it, and...” Sasha sighed and eyed her empty mug.

Ruth reached a hand across the table and gently laid it over the other woman's hand. It felt cold, and at the same time, there was a buzzing energy coursing through her skin as she touched the woman. Eyeing her with discretion, Ruth took in the long, unruly, dark brown hair, the bright green eyes, the curve of her nose and the puckered lips. Sasha had said she’d been born in 1979, the same year as Ruth, but she looked far younger. If Ruth had been pressed, she would have put Sasha down at her early twenties, or thereabout. She still had baby fat on the rounded high-set cheeks that gave away her Russian ancestry. Her hair did not look dyed and seemed to maintain the lushness of early youth; her hands were pristine and smooth skinned. Ruth knew far too well what those signs meant, along with the slight prickling feeling she’d gotten, as if she’d been somewhat electrified when she touching Sasha's hand.

The woman in front of her was clearly a witch.

Ruth wondered if Sasha had any idea of what she was, and couldn't see how she didn't know, given her age. That got her eager to delve into Sasha's genealogy as soon as she could. She hadn't come across many blood witches in her life, but when she did, they always had the most remarkable ancestries.

“It was only a couple of months ago that I finally got myself around to dealing with the aftermath of Theo's death. Theo Devereaux, my uncle, in case you need to write that one down too,” she kept silent while Ruth scribbled away, and as soon as the woman lifted her head up, Sasha took on. “I was curious to know if I could come across anything about our family, you know, among his personal belongings... like letters, or postcards. Theo was very old fashioned, he didn't email unless he really had too; he wouldn't text, he called. ” 

Her eyes took on a glassy, distant gleam, as she brought to mind the quirks of her late uncle. “There was nothing. Nothing at all. I knew from him that his mother died at childbirth. She’d given birth to twin boys at home, in the late fifties, and well, it's not that much of a wonder, is it? Blood loss and what not, back in those days. I knew he was raised by his father, my paternal grandfather whom I was told I met as a child, although I have no recollection of him at all. I know he passed away aged forty six, in 1983. I was four, and I don’t remember those days. Since my father had already passed away, Theo was left all of his father's estate, which was no small thing. When my uncle's private jet crashed down and killed him at age fifty four, he’d managed to squander all of the family money. I was left with a far too big and derelict country mammoth of a house and debts. 

“If it wasn't for Joe, who took matters into hand, I don't know how I would have fared. But he was always a good friend and came to my rescue. Together we were able to plough our way out of the mess Theo left behind, pay up the bills and debts, sell up the house and most of the furniture, and make a small profit out of it. All I could find was that there was some sort of trust fund in my name, to come to my hands when Theo died, but nothing more. It was as if his own parents had had no family. It was too strange, too weird.”

Ruth nodded, understanding what Sasha meant. It was indeed strange, but not unduly uncommon, when it came to a family of blood witches.

“I wondered if in fact their families, both the Hastings and the Devereauxs had been against the marriage of those two. Theodore and Eleanor. I know the Orlov did not want my father anywhere near my mother. Maybe the same thing happened to my grandfather. Still, I’m at a loss, and Joe suggested I might hire a professional to do the research for me. He mentioned you, and that's why I'm here. Do you think you can help? I really need to know if I have any family left or if I happen to be alone in the world.”

Ruth squinted at the notepad in her hands. “Miss Devereaux,” she began, but Sasha cut her off.

“Call me Sasha, please,” she whispered, green eyes large and pleading.

“Sasha, then. Let me see if I have this right. Your grandfather, Theodore Devereaux, married Eleanor Hastings, somewhere in the fifties. They had twin boys, Andre and Theo, born in 1959, yes?” 

Sasha's head nodded in agreement. 

“Andre, your own father, got himself involved with a girl of Russian descent, Anna Orlov, of which you don't know a birth date. You were born in 1979, when your father was only twenty years old, and he passed away less than a year later, along with your mother. Good grief,” Ruth whispered, struck by the tragedy behind the other woman's story. She underlined Anna Orlov's name, knowing this was the one to start with. “You were raised by your uncle Theo, who passed away in 2012, yes? Aged fifty five. His father died in 1983, aged forty six. Your father and your mother were murdered, is that it?”

“I can't be certain. Uncle Theo seemed to believe so, he seemed to believe Anna's own mother wanted my father dead because he refused to hand over the child. Me. But as far as I know, and I did look it up, there was never an investigation to it. There was indeed a flat burnt down in Newcastle, in 1980, where bodies were found. They were identified as those of Anna Orlov and Andre Devereaux, along with Anna's mother and brothers. The lease of the apartment was under my father's name. 

“The fire was attributed to an electrical problem and the landlord faced charges for not having the flat under the required safety regulations. But Theo always suspected there’d been foul play from the Orlovs, what with my father's phone call, telling him Anna had come round to warn him her brothers were plotting against him. He always stressed I was to keep away from them, and I have complied, while he was still alive. Now...”

“Now he's gone, and you feel alone and want to know the truth. That's alright, you're entitled to it. Look, Sasha, there's a few papers you need to sign, a contract, disclosure clauses, I'll just get those from my office. And then there's the matter of the fees, we're not properly cheap.”

“Don't worry about that. Bring me the contracts, I'll give them a thorough read, and then you can start digging. The sooner, the better.”

Sasha's eyes maintained the pleading stare, and Ruth sighed. Getting up from the chair, she took the notepad into her hands and nodded for Sasha to follow into the office, so she could hand her the contracts with the terms and conditions.

From the few blood witches she’d met before, Ruth already knew their lineages were bound to be bumpy and interesting, with a lot of dead ends along the line. However, she’d never come across something quite like what Sasha Devereaux had disclosed. She’d never come across any suspected homicides, at least ones that were so recent. There was no denying Ruth was as eager to begin as Sasha was for her to do it.

***
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TAKING A GOOD LONG look at herself in the mirror, Sasha let her shoulders slump in defeat. She couldn't deny being vain, and always very careful about her attire and the way she presented herself, but ever since losing Theo, she’d let herself go slightly. More than slightly, she now had to admit. Her hair looked positively dowdy, and the slate grey trousers made her seem as if going for a job interview instead of hosting a dinner for her genealogist. Sighing audibly she peered once more into her closet, wondering what to wear.

The day had dawned windy and grey, as she huddled herself in bed, the duvet serving as a cocoon keeping the outside world at bay. She could hear gushes of water crashing into her window. It was January already, she realized, winter at full run, and British weather had always been rainy. She missed sorely her stints in Canada with Theo, all the travelling they’d done together. 

Theo had been a father to her, a mother as well, and an uncle. He had been all, she realized. There had never been anyone else but her and Theo. She missed him deeply, an ache which did not seem to abate with time, rather became heavier and with claws that dug into her heart. He’d raised her since she’d been a baby, and she had called him Daddy, most of her life, only just reverting to Theo when leaving college and moving in with her then boyfriend. Theo had been dead set against it, and that had been the reason behind her sudden change of address towards him. Turned out her uncle had been right. Mark had been quite the wrong guy for her, unable to put up with her barely noticeable quirks, unable to ignore them as well. The relationship had ended bitterly after two years of living together, and Sasha had blamed Theo.

With time, she had obviously come to understand her uncle had been blameless, but she’d never reverted back to calling him Dad, or Daddy. She could see the hurt in his eyes, but had pushed aside her own misgivings, by remembering how he refused to tell her about her own father. That had been a constant battle between the two of them, the fact Theo would not comply with her nagging demands of being told more about her parents.

It had begun as soon as she entered elementary school. Theo had enrolled her on a very demanding, very exclusive school, and although she’d fit in straight away, there had been the odd girl or boy who would try to make her life hell by mentioning her parents, as soon as her classmates realized she had none. So Sasha had begun drilling her uncle about both Andre and Anna, and the longer Theo refused to impart with any information, the more upset she would get. And things had started happening.

At first it had been neglectable, small things, coincidences mostly. 

A vase falling down from the mantelpiece, shattering into small pieces. 

A chair that seemed to have been left slightly askew. 

A door shutting down on its own, attributable to some draft or other.   

Then one day it had been the whole of the dining table, as they sat down to dinner, rattling away with the good china, the beautiful cutlery and the crystal glasses Theo loved so much. As if an earthquake had erupted just beneath them, it all trembled and rattled, because he refused to answer her questions. 

Then the candles had lit up by themselves and the door of the dining room had shut itself, and Sasha had felt her fingers go numb while wanting to point them at Theo. But she’d known instinctively that if she did, he would be harmed. 

Her instinct had told her she’d been the one doing all those things.

“This comes down from your mother,” Theo had said, gently, stroking her shoulders, and she’d hushed herself, knowing he was about to at least tell her some small part of who her parents had been. “You, like her, are different. You will have to learn how to control your... gifts. No one must know, Sasha, or they will fear and hate you and take you away.”

She’d been scared, but excited. “Am I a witch?” she’d asked, with eagerness. “Was my mother a witch? What about my father?”

“Yes, yes,” Theo had said, and no more, about Sasha's parents. 

He’d taught her to control her powers, and pressed upon her the importance of keeping those under rein, hidden from others. She had complied to some point, not being averse to using her gift; as he had called it; to do better at school, or to get ahead socially. She’d had plenty of friends, children and later teenagers who navigated towards her because of her charm, something she had a hard time keeping under rein. People, normal people, flocked to her like bees to flowers, and Sasha had no better knowledge of how to turn that particular part of her powers off as she had of how to stop breathing. 

If Theo had known how much she relied on her powers for simple things like studying and homework, he’d chosen to disregard it. He’d warned her about the charm thing though, as he’d called it, he had warned her it might give her away if she wasn't careful. 

Sasha had learned to be careful, alright, after being stalked by a scary madman during her first year away at university. She easily attributed it to her charm, and she’d soon learnt how to put a plug on it. It had been about the same time the rows over her wanting to know more regarding her parents had turned into rows about her relationship with Mark, and her intentions of moving in with him.

Now, in retrospect, she knew how right Theo had been, but wouldn't have changed it for the world. She’d dated plenty in her teen years, but never fallen in love as she had with Mark. They’d met at university, him being a year ahead of her, and his dark eyes and mysterious ways had completely seduced her. Mark had been that type of broody, silent Goth, keen on graveyards and vampire stories, Wicca and Satanism and all things dark and evil. Sasha had fallen easy prey to him. 

She had in truth believed that those being Mark's interests, he would easily understand her own idiosyncrasies and appreciate her even more for it. So he had, for at least five years. They’d started dating and she had immediately fallen in with his crowd. Putting to good use her old charm, only just slightly, nothing big that could have been picked up outside the group, she had blended in, and even joined the coven his friends had started. They always met for Mabon and Beltane, called on the goddess, chanted and feasted, danced naked on those long, warm, summer nights in the country. But once they graduated, each one moving on to a different life project, the novelty had worn off. Mark had had his long black hair cut short for a job interview as researcher and he’d bought a couple of suits as they moved into a flat. Sasha had remained the same long haired girl who wore too much black eye liner and dragged her skirts behind her.

It had come to a natural, ugly end, but it had been an education for her.

Coming back to the present moment, she took a pair of ripped jeans from the closet and traded the grey fitted trousers for those, opting for a white Edwardian style blouse topped with a velvet kimono. It helped her feel comfortable, warm and stylish. On her feet, she replaced the house slippers she’d worn all day for a pair of satin ballerinas that would keep her feet sufficiently warm and cosy. Her hair was a mess, though, she noticed. Not having have enough time to wash it, Sasha brushed it back vigorously and pinned it in a low bun. Her uncle had always liked seeing the mass of brown hair pulled away from her face, with those tiny features of hers.

As Sasha moved into the toilet, she planted herself in front of the mirror while applying her make-up. Taking a good look, she analysed her pinched-looking face, with her green, slanted eyes, pointy chin, tiny lips. 

Ruth Fleming's striking figure came to mind: the large, brown eyes that reminded her of a rich chocolate ganache, the very plump lips, the high cheekbones, her perfectly coloured and combed hair. She couldn't help herself to Ruth’s easy sense of style.

That had always been a problem with Sasha, the way she compared herself to other women, especially women she found stylish and striking. She usually found herself going to great lengths in order to try and impress those very same women, and it had been no different with Ruth, the second time they’d met over a hurried coffee. It had taken Sasha all morning to decide on what to wear, only to see herself run out the door, late as hell, wearing her most fashionable pair of jeans, a black blouse with lace embellishments underneath a light grey cape and stiletto heeled pumps that hurt her feet. She’d ended up not feeling confident next to Ruth, at all, who had sported what Sasha had come to consider her signature black and white look. She’d been wearing a pair of black slacks and a white turtle-neck over tu-toned loafers and a camel overcoat dangling from one arm, and Sasha could hardly remember what they’d talked about, except for Ruth letting her know she was having a bit of trouble finding records of her father's family.

Back to the present, Sasha ran into the kitchen so she could turn on the oven and get started on her stuffed tomatoes.

When Ruth had called her the previous night, she’d sounded very serious. Sasha had been flippant when the other woman stated they needed to talk face to face, and she’d been the one suggesting they might go to dinner. Ruth had hesitated, mentioning she’d rather not talk about what she’d found out in a crowded place, where she would be forced to shout to be heard. So Sasha had asked her to come over to her place for dinner, and the other woman had jumped at the offer. After checking with her what she would and would not eat, Sasha had hung up the phone with such a feeling of excitement, she realized how lonely she must have been feeling all those months since Theo had died.

While setting the table for two, she couldn't help being anxious about what Ruth might have happened upon. Sasha had always wondered if there might be others like her, witches. The fact Theo had claimed she inherited those traits from her mother made her certain Ruth must have come across something which to the woman's rational mind made no sense at all. A tingle of excitement went up her arms, and she had to knot both hands into  fists so she could keep her powers at bay.

Then the bell rang, making her jump and drop the forks on the table, and there was no more time to wonder.

Ruth was here.

Setting the rest of the cutlery in place, she made for the door and buzzed the downstairs entrance open. Then took off to the kitchen to check on the tomatoes inside the oven, returning just in time to open the flat's door to a smiling Ruth Fleming who carried a couple of bottles of wine in her hands, as she tried to balance a tote on her shoulder.

“Hi! Come in,” Sasha greeted, sounding too chirpy and cheerful.

“Hello, Sasha,” Ruth walked in and handed Sasha the bottles, one of red and the other of white. “I didn't know what we were having, so I brought both,” she explained, and followed her host down the corridor towards the kitchen. 

Sasha stashed the bottle of white into the fridge to cool it, thinking that one would go quite well with the first course, her speciality salmon curry. The bottle of red she took back with her when leaving the kitchen. She signalled Ruth to follow her, and placed the wine on a cart by the table.

“Here, let me have your coat,” she offered, noticing Ruth had gone for an all black look, now. 

As the woman slid out of the fur collared overcoat, Sasha eyed the black leather dress emerging, encasing Ruth's curvy figure, and noticed the other woman was wearing low heeled knee high boots, sporting very little eye make-up, this time having opted for a bright, cheery red on the lips. 

“So, did you get here alright?”

“Yeah, I took a cab. I figured I might be doing some drinking, and didn't want to risk driving. Lord, the traffic keeps getting more and more chaotic in London, these days.”

“Do you mind opening the bottle of red?” Sasha handed her a corkscrew and veered off to the kitchen once more. 

She busied herself over a platter of cheeses and olives, neatly arranged and surrounded by thick slices of home-made bread. Taking the food back to the living room, she set the platter on the coffee table by the couch and the high chairs. Ruth had finished opening the wine and was pouring a glass, which she handed Sasha.

She inhaled deeply of the fruity, spicy scent. Wine was one of her weaknesses; Theo had instructed her well and made a lover of fine wines out of her. “This is a good one.” Taking a sip she closed her eyes and smiled.

“Ah, I see we have something in common. Wine lovers.” Ruth poured herself a glass and drank.

“My uncle introduced me to the world of fine wines and made a believer out of me,” Sasha joked. “What about you?”

“Hmm, it was an ex boyfriend of mine who started me on it. Then my husband was also a connoisseur, so...”

Gesturing for her to sit, Sasha took the high chair closest to the window. Ruth plopped herself on the couch, arranging the pillows behind her, wine glass poised on the coffee table next to the cheese platter.

“You're married?”

Smiling at the hint of astonishment in Sasha's voice, Ruth grabbed the glass and took another sip. She picked up a piece of bread, looking it over. Noticing the sun-dried tomato and the olives within it she took a bite, satisfaction spreading over her face. 

“I'm a widow, actually. My husband died on the seventh of July 2005, he was on the subway that day. Hardly ever took the it.”

Sasha blushed deeply and gobbled on a piece of cheese and an olive, choking herself on the pit.

“Sorry,” she said, through a mouthful.

“Nah, you weren't to know. I've dealt with it by now, it was nearly ten years ago.”

“And you never remarried?”

“No. Never met anyone who could live up to Grant. I married my job, instead,” she replied, with a laugh. “Threw myself into work as a genealogist head on, and opened my own firm after I lost Grant. What about you, single?” There was a hint of curiosity in her voice, though Sasha was sure the woman would know her marital status quite well. It was her job, after all.

“Yep. Had a couple of relationships that could have gone on to that, but turns out none of them were the one.”

“And Joe? How did you meet Joe?”

“Ah,” Sasha reached out and grabbed another piece of bread along with a slice of cheese. “I met him in Dubai. Lived there for five years, we taught at the same school. Became fast friends, actually, come to think of it, right now he must be my only friend. Damn, Theo's death took a toll on me,” she whispered, knowing far too well she had shunned most of her former friends. Joe had been the only one who hadn't let her push him out of her life.

“Joe and I went to university together. He went to my wedding, too. But I haven't seen him in a while. He's a great guy.”

“Yup.”

“Very understanding,” Ruth insisted, and Sasha wondered where she was going with that. “So you went to Dubai to teach?”

“I’d just come out of a five year relationship with this bloke, we were living together and then broke up. I think I wanted to put as much distance between us as I possibly could, you know? Won't say I wasn't heartbroken, as I had not seen that one coming. I was and wanted to be as far from him as possible. Theo suggested Canada, he had some business there and we were always travelling to Quebec and Ontario, but I didn't want to give him the satisfaction of looking smug. He’d been very much against my moving in with Mark.”

Ruth smiled, certain she could understand Theo Devereaux's misgivings. It was hard for a witch to find herself the right guy, if he wasn’t a witch himself.

“I came across an ad for teachers in Dubai, one of the subjects they asked for was French, so off I went. Happened to be teaching at the same school as Joe, and we became friends. We had a brief affair, a few years ago, but nothing came out of it. Should we move to the table? I'm bringing the entrée.”

As Sasha got up, Ruth mimicked her and grabbing the wine bottle and glasses, walked over to the table, while Sasha took the cheese platter to the kitchen. Presently she returned, holding a plate in each hand where she had artistically arranged the stuffed tomatoes.

“Smells nice,” was all Ruth said as she sat down to eat.

Considering they had chit-chatted enough about pleasantries, Sasha decided it was about time the other woman informed her of what she’d wanted to tell her. If it had been so important as to make her shudder at the thought of having that conversation in a crowded restaurant, it was time she told her.

“What was it you wanted to say to me, Ruth?”

The blonde woman lifted her eyes from the plate and gave Sasha a lopsided smile. Putting down fork and knife, she folded the napkin on her lap, bringing her hands back to rest on the table.

“Right. Well, I’ve come across a number of closed doors where it comes to your father. But I managed to unearth a couple of interesting facts about your mother.”

Sasha's face lit up with curiosity. If her mother had been a witch and had family still alive, then it was possible some of them were like her. That meant she might no longer be alone, she might no longer be at a loss about her powers. She might even come across someone who could guide, train teach her. She nodded Ruth to go on, and as the other woman rapidly swallowed a mouthful of tomato, washing it down with wine, she picked up her narrative.

“Anna Orlov. Born November first, 1958.” 

Ruth saw Sasha shudder at the words and smiled, letting her know she’d noticed the coincidence. Sasha had been born October thirty first. 

“Daughter of Anton Orlov and Lilabeth Montgomery Orlov. Tracing back the Orlovs, you grandfather was born in 1936 in Leningrad, and was one of the very few gipsies who managed to deflect the USSR back in those days. His clan joined the war effort and was able to flee the territory during the Second World War, by living mainly in the forested areas of Hungary and Romania. This is actually documented, if you know where to look, because gipsies tend to be very secretive. He travelled all over Europe with his tribe, and later joined an older branch of the family in Ireland. And this is where it all gets interesting. This other branch of the Orlov tribe, the Rom Orlov, as they called themselves; left Mother Russia for the Americas in the 1800's. They were travellers, and roamed the USA for many years. Some settled in towns and cities, others kept their travelling ways. The Rom Orlov who remained travellers made their way back to Europe in 1951. Again, the evidence and the documentation is there, if you know where to look. With them, they brought a young girl about thirteen years old, who’d been adopted by the family. Her name was Lilabeth Montgomery, your grandmother. Now, this was highly uncommon, gipsies do not 'adopt' children of other races. There are legends that tell of gipsies kidnapping children to turn them into slaves, yes, or to sell them in some sort of black market. I suppose this was used mostly to scare offspring into behaving, but I'm old enough to know that where there's smoke...”

Sasha leant forward and served more wine, then piled up the plates ready to take them into the kitchen.

“So you think Lilabeth was kidnapped?” she asked, and walked off balancing the plates and the now empty red wine bottle.

Ruth raised her voice so Sasha could hear her. “I can't be sure. I tried to trace Lilabeth Montgomery back to the USA, to Maine, where the Rom Orlov had come from. I came across a very interesting thing.”

Sasha re-entered the living room, now holding a couple of clean crystal glasses and the chilled bottle of white wine, which she handed to Ruth, gesturing for her to open it. As silently as before, Sasha headed for kitchen again and returned carrying a fuming pan, which she lowered carefully onto the table. Bending forward, Ruth inhaled the aromatic smoke coming out of it.

“Hmmmm, curry,” she murmured. “Thai.”

“It's salmon and vegetable curry. I use carrots and sweet potato along with spinach leaves, and usually have it with crusty bread. You might have preferred it with rice?” Sasha scooped a spoonful of the thick curry and poured it into a bowl, handing it to Ruth, who had just poured the wine.

“No, bread is fine. I will just have to put in more hours at the gym tomorrow,” she joked, and grabbed a slice of olive and sun-dried tomato bread to dunk into the steaming sauce. “Hmm, this is great. I love Thai food.”

“You have a great figure; it's not a few slices of bread that are going to set you back. I'm glad you like it, though. Please, go on with what you uncovered,” Sasha incited her, curiosity spurred by Ruth's words.

“Oh, right. So, as I was saying, I traced the Rom Orlov back to Maine, and found out they’d been a constant presence around the area comprising Thomaston, St. Martin's Cove, St. Martin's Island and Oakridge Falls. Not that they were welcome there, I'm pretty sure they weren't. It seems to be a very closed community, that one, those towns. The deep of real America tends to be like that, I guess. But what I found out that is interesting is that, for starters, there are a lot of Montgomerys there. I mean a lot.”

“You're saying I could be related to them?” Sasha's excitement was palpable.

“I'm almost certain you are. I don't know what happened, have no idea how Lilabeth came to be part of the Rom Orlov clan, and how they got their hands on her. Was she taken by them? Was she a runaway who thought she’d be happier and safer with the gipsies than with her own family? Or was she already travelling with them in order to get to St. Martin's Cove and find if those Montgomerys there were related to her? I don't know. Yet. Maybe you have no connection with them at all and this is just one enormous coincidence, but...”

“Yes?”

Ruth poured herself some more white wine, the chilled temperature of it helping douse the heat from the curry and her own excitement. She topped off Sasha's glass and watched her go for it straight away.

“Besides the Montgomerys, those towns are also full of Devereauxs.”

Sasha's shock was hard not to notice. Letting her cutlery fall down over the plate with a loud clatter, she coughed, choking on a bit of fish. Another swig of wine cleared her throat, but her heart thumped vigorously, and she was unable to understand what all those coincidences might mean. Her head seemed to reel and spin momentarily, the candles on the mantle and atop the sideboard behind her lighting up of their own volition, increasing her state of anxiety. 

Ruth gasped in surprise, and Sasha blushed deeply, not knowing how she was going to explain that to the other woman. Putting it down to the wine wouldn't cut it; Ruth was sober and had seen the candles come to life on their own.

“You are one!” She exclaimed, delight spreading across her face. Sasha frowned, not understanding Ruth’s meaning.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, voice no higher than a ghostly murmur.

“A blood witch. I had a feeling you might be one the moment we met.”

“What? I don't understand.”

Ruth reached out one hand and took Sasha's, gone cold and sweaty. “A blood witch, no one ever told you this? Your uncle didn't know you could do this?” With her free hand, she gestured grandly, encompassing the lit candles. “A blood witch means you were born with certain powers. There are other types of witches, of course, but a blood witch is the most powerful of them all. How could you keep this from your uncle growing up? It must have been hard enough, during childhood tantrums and adolescent hormonal spurts to keep this kind of thing from happening. Or did it only become apparent recently? Were you dormant, all these years?”

Sasha retrieved her hand, feeling slightly nauseated. Theo had always pressed how important it was she kept her gifts hidden from others. Now this woman walked into her life seemingly aware of it, knowing far better than Theo himself what Sasha was and what she might be capable of.

“Theo knew. He told me I had to hide it.”

Ruth sighed. It was a rule of thumb amongst blood witches, to keep their secrets to themselves. But the fact Sasha's uncle hadn’t been one and had not procured a blood witch who could have guided and trained his niece, only helped make her fear her own powers and have a harder time controlling those. She wondered what Theo Devereaux had indeed known about Sasha's ancestry. In fact, she wondered about Theo Devereaux very much.

“Yes, it's always best to keep those things from prying eyes.”

“How do you know about this?” Sasha asked, cold hand going for the wine again, all curiosity about her family now forgotten in the face of Ruth's words.

“My mother’s a blood witch,” she said, as if it was the most common thing in the world. Sasha couldn't help laughing out loud. “Oh, you can laugh all you want. It was not easy growing up with a mother like her,” Ruth vented, amusement in her own voice, as she grabbed the wine bottle and poured another glass. “Sadly for her, I wasn’t born with the same gifts, and she couldn’t train me formally. She did teach me potions, incantations and spells,  common garden witchcraft as I called it, but it was always so difficult for me, where it came easily to her, every spell, every ointment and poison and chant. She led a pack of women, back where we lived, they had – well, still have! - a coven, and as I was growing up, I was expected to take part in every celebration and ceremony. I couldn't wait to get away.”

Sasha looked stunned. “Really? What I wouldn't give to have had someone who understood what was happening to me, and who could have guided and trained me,” she whispered, and Ruth's smile was somewhat bitter.

“Yes, well, I had no powers of my own;  couldn't bring down a whirlwind or a hailstorm like my mother, so it really wasn't fun for me. Only a set of rules to be followed, much like any other type of religion. I don't really do religion, you know.”

Sasha bit into another piece of bread, her mind lost in consideration, her genealogies now forgotten in the face of what Ruth had just told her. 

Taking a swig of the wine, as if to render her some Dutch courage, she faced Ruth directly. “Could you train me, if you wanted to?” voice a murmur filled with intensity and anxiety. 

Ruth eyed her, a lopsided smile on her lips. “No. I could probably tell you basic stuff like meditation, or herbs and their properties and uses; I still have my own grimoire somewhere around my flat. But I couldn't train you on how to control and channel your powers, no. I don't even understand your power, or my mother's. I don't understand how it can be physically possible for you to do what you just did; force those candles to light up. Is there dessert?” she asked, eyes straying towards the kitchen.

Sasha got up and piled the bowls into one hand, the other reaching for the pan where there was little left of the curry. Ruth got up to follow her, clearing the rest of the table, but leaving the wine and the glasses. Following the shorter woman into the kitchen, she glanced at the hallway walls, covered in simple frames that held candid photographs of Sasha through the years. Coming across a photo that depicted the other woman aged about four or five, riding piggy back on a tall man's shoulders, she stopped on her tracks, wondering if it might be Theo Devereaux.  

Seeing that Ruth had lagged behind, Sasha dropped the clutter she was carrying onto the counter and sink and joined the genealogist.

“That was in Canada. I must have been about five, I think. My uncle took me there on vacation, it was summer and warm, we went hiking and camping in the woods,” her voice trailed off as memories rushed at her.

“So this is Theo?” Ruth inquired, eyes squinting, trying to make clearer the man's features.

“Yes, that's my uncle. And there is my father, holding me the day I was born,” Sasha pointed to a picture right behind them, of a man holding a notoriously newborn baby in his arms. 

Ruth turned round, and drank in the image. The picture was a close up of a man, who looked like he was in his early twenties. He had a rough, haggard face, pale strawberry blond hair and beard, grey eyes, and was gazing lovingly into the face of the sleeping baby. Turning back towards the previous image, she could see the same strawberry blond hair on Theo's head, but cut shorter. The man giving Sasha the piggy back ride didn't look half as haggard as the one holding her newborn self, but as for the rest, they were as alike as drops of water. They could have been the same man.

“Andre and Theo were identical twins,” Sasha said, as if she hearing through Ruth's thoughts, which in fact the woman might have, given her powers and abilities, even if she had done it unwittingly and wasn't aware of it.

“Yes, I can see that. But there's one very strange thing about your father. I haven't yet exhausted all my resources, mind you,” Ruth added quickly as she followed Sasha into the kitchen and received from her hands two small plates and a couple of spoons.   

Bending down into the open fridge, the woman brought out a pie and gestured Ruth back to the living room. “What is it? About my father?”

“I can't find any records of him prior to his name showing up on a rental contract in Newcastle, during the first months of 1977. It's like he didn't exist before that. I can find your uncle Theo, it was hard, but I came across records of him. Not your father, though. It's like coming up against a wall,” Ruth sat down once more and as Sasha served her a piece of pie, she poured more wine into the goblets. “Also, their parents, I can hardly find records of your paternal grandmother's family, the Hastings. There is record of a Theodore Devereaux, your paternal grandfather, having bought this country mansion.”

“Theo's home,” Sasha cut in. “I had to sell it, to pay his bills. It broke my heart, among so many other things. But what do you mean with that? That you can't find record of my father?”

Ruth took one deep breath. She had no idea how to tell Sasha about her own suspicions. She had no idea how to bring Sasha into the knowledge she had of things that weren't supposed to be there, to exist, let alone thrive. 

Like witches. 

Sasha being one might make it easier for her to understand and believe, but somehow, Ruth knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Not with Sasha, not where it came to her uncle and her father. She decided to hold on a little longer, at least until she had indeed exhausted her resources and was certain of what the evidence she had uncovered told her.

“Look, I don't know. I have to dig a lot further. It might take considerably more time than what I expected. More resources as well. I need to know if you want me to keep going or if you'd rather have me stop now. Because what I come up with may not be entirely to your liking. Maybe you’ll come to the conclusion you’d rather not known about any of it.”

Sasha lowered her head, brow furrowed in thought. “Will it be very expensive?” she looked up. “I have money, like I said; there was a trust fund I could only access after Theo died. It's not much, but it is enough to keep me going. Enough to allow me not to have to work for a living.”

“Why are you out of work, actually? Because you don't come across as the kind of person who manages to be, well, to be happy doing next to nothing all day long.”

“There were... complications on my last job. Right before Theo died, things tended to happen, casually. Papers flying across the classroom, or doors that opened or closed of their own volition. Some kids began to talk. Some parents began to worry. So I was made redundant by the end of the school year, and then Theo died and I... like I said, I was not in a good place, mentally, and I couldn't bring myself to find another job. I was too much out of control, you know?”

“But what about now? You could go back to teaching?”

“Honestly? I'm scared shitless. Lately, it's been like this,” Sasha's hand flew out in a grand gesture, encompassing the side of the living room where the fireplace stood and the candles over the mantle had come to life on their own, “whenever I get anxious, or nervous about something, shit like this tends to happen. I can't go back to working when I can suddenly turn on every computer in a room, or stop the escalators on their tracks, risking an accident. I need to learn how to deal with this, again. I need to learn how to keep this under control. I used to be quite good at it, but feels different, lately. Feels heavier, stronger? More powerful and harder to keep in restrain.”

Ruth took another gulp of her wine, and as she reached for the bottle for a refill, noticed it was empty. Maybe a good thing, she reckoned, considering how very close to being drunk she was. But Sasha got up from her chair, and walking over to a cabinet, she opened a door and retrieved a bottle of red wine from inside. Arching her eyebrows towards Ruth in a silent question, she brought the bottle back to the table and opened it, pouring red wine into the glasses that had previously held the white.

“You could put me in touch with your mother,” Sasha murmured. “I know, I know, this is oh so very intrusive of me, but,” she let out a long, ragged sigh.

“It is. But I can understand where you're coming from. Look, my mother is not the easiest person to be around. She's very demanding,always has very high expectations and it can be frustrating not to be able to deliver, you know? Still, I can see how this is holding you back, and if I were in your shoes, I would wish for someone to show me what to do, as well. I know other blood witches, Sasha. Not many, but a few. But yes, it would be easier for me to take you to my mother instead of one of them. Let me think about this for a couple of days, huh?”

Sasha nodded her agreement,  heart beating a flurry tattoo inside her chest. A door of unknown proportions had seemed to open up for her, and she was suddenly standing in front of a precipice, waiting on a bridge to spawn over the dark gap beneath her feet, so she could cross over safely. Ruth looked more and more likely to be that bridge. 

She wondered what it was about the woman sitting across from her that kept pulling Sasha towards her, as if they’d known each other for years. Conversation between them seemed easy, easy as Sasha had never found it to be with other women before, or men, for that matter. Maybe there was something of the witch about Ruth as well. Maybe her blood sang with the same magic as Sasha's, and she sensed it calling to her, despite the fact that Ruth was devoid of gifts. The genetics would be there, having a witch for a mother, and maybe that was enough to make Sasha veer towards her as a moth to a flame.

“What about your genealogy? Do you want to call it quits, or do you want me to go on, dig deeper?”

“You need to go on, please. Despite the cost, I need you to go on. There are so many mysteries; there seem to be so many secrets to Theo and Andre.”

“I think I can keep costs at a minimum, for now,” Ruth said, picking up crumbles from her slice of pie and slowly eating them. “If I don't have to go to Maine, I think I can keep it pretty much inexpensive. Maybe it even won't be necessary that I travel to Oakridge Falls, or maybe you won't have an interest in that. For now I'll stick to Theo and Andre, and their parents. Know what? I'll get my partner to handle my other clients. I have two more genealogies in hand now, but I need to immerse myself into this one. It’s that interesting, Sasha, really. You have a very interesting family, truth be told. Alexei can handle his and my clients. They're all pretty straight forward.”

“If you think it's for the best. You have a Russian partner?” Sasha inquired; curiosity peaked, especially after finding out her own mother was of Russian origin.

“Yeah, he was actually the one who dug up info on your maternal grandfather and his gipsy clan. Funny story, actually, you know, how we came to be partners.”

“Let's move over to the sofas, my butt hurts from sitting here,” Sasha suggested. 

Picking up the wine and the glasses, the two women walked over to the living room proper, where Ruth sat herself on the comfortable sofa, while Sasha curled her legs under her on the armchair by the window. A small, round table nestled between the two of them, and they placed the glasses and the wine there, at hand's reach. 

“Tell me. How did you come to be partners with a Russian?”

“Hmm, so, I had just lost my husband recently, was starting out my own business, when into the office walks in this couple. Russians, the two of them. Beautiful, both, with those high cheekbones, glacial eyes, plump mouths. Anatoly Borensk and his wife, the fashion designer Irina Navgorenko. They wanted to have Toly's family tree made, and they’d found me through the yellow pages. Irina was just starting out her career, and money wasn't yet flowing, but they were pretty well to do.”

“You know Irina Navgorenko? I love her stuff; it always looks so fairytale, doesn't it? No wonder you're such a stylish dresser.”

Ruth laughed out loud, her head thrown back, neck fully exposed, soft blonde curls falling over her shoulders. “Yeah, well, it's hard not to be well dressed when your best friend keeps giving you samples of her own collections. Moving on, Toly wanted his family tree made, so I went for it. It was a challenge of sorts, actually, and much, much harder than what I’d anticipated. Eventually, Irina got her brother Alexei to get his hands on certain documents I needed checked out and had no access to. When I finished, Irina and Toly were so pleased they brought plenty of their friends to get their genealogies made. 

“Alexei was still in Russia and he lend a hand every time I came across red tape that was insurmountable for a British citizen, but of easy access for a Russian. Eventually, I asked him to come work for me, and started paying him proper wages. A couple of years later, I proposed he become a partner, as he was bringing in so much work. He deals mostly with eastern European costumers and some middle east as well. He’s very good at getting his hands on documents that simply seem to be out of reach for regular people like me. It's probably his Slavic charm.”

“Do I note some sort of interest, there?” Sasha joked, and Ruth let out another loud laugh.

“Hardly, he's gay. But we're good friends, besides business partners. Anyway, that's how I came to get myself a Russian business associate and a Russian best friend. My, this is very late indeed,” she looked at her wrist watch in bewilderment. It had been years since she’d been able to spend so many hours in deep conversation with someone other than Irina, Toly and Alexei, without feeling overcome by boredom.

“Oh, you need to go?” Sasha's disappointment was palpable. “Do you want me to call you a cab? I don't drive myself, not with my powers being all over the place.”

“No, I was thinking if you'd like to go somewhere. I' not tired, at all, I'm actually feeling kind of pumped, you know? I was thinking it's been a while since I went dancing somewhere, I know a couple of clubs, cool spots, good music.”

“I haven't been out dancing in ages,” Sasha admitted. “But music nowadays, I dunno, I can't stand pop music of this age, like Rihanna and Taylor Swift and Beyoncé, you know? I can't stomach that, nor shit like Avivii and whatever, that loud club music.”

Ruth let out yet another guffaw. “No, please, not that dance music for me either! I like 80's oldies. From when I was a kid. I mean, there's nothing better than Duran Duran or Visage for dancing, is there? Softcell, Yazoo, you know what I mean. There's this place Alexei took me to a couple of times, it's a gay club, mind you, and the music is so good, everything from the 80's. Like you stepped back in time. How 'bout that, girl? What do you say?”

“Let me change into something more club appropriate and you got yourself a date,” Sasha felt her cheeks blush at her words, fearing Ruth might interpret them in the wrong way, but taking a peek at the other woman she assured herself her meaning had not been misunderstood. “Shall we take a cab? Care to call one? The phone's on that shelf over there,” she pointed, as she left the living room, heading towards her bedroom, head spinning with wondering what to wear now.

***
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EYES PROPPED STERNLY on the window, he saw the sun come up and rise in the sky, staining the clouds with a pinkish hue. Letting out a sigh, he managed to peel them off from the outside world and gaze towards his own living room.

The stillness of the body lying on his couch was somewhat terrifying, the paleness of the skin evinced by the dark purplish bruise-like stains beneath the eyes, making the girl look dead to the world. 

He wondered why he’d allowed her to sleep over on his couch. He knew far too well why.

To force Elsa's hand, to get a proper reaction from her. To anger Elsa, truth be told. Anger her enough that her tongue would loosen and she would finally tell him what she’d hidden all those years. He had to hear it from her, only that would make it all real. Coming from others just wouldn't cut it; it would have to be Elsa, for him to be sure.

Walking over to the couch, taking a long look at the girl huddled up beneath the blanket he’d covered her with, he let out a sigh. Her eyes flickered underneath closed lids, as if she was dreaming. Her lips were dry, and yet enticing. Her lower lip was far plumper than the upper, and looked meant to be bitten into, meant to be sucked and ravaged. She was indeed pretty; he could not deny it, in a cheap way. She wore too much make up and looked too much like a wanna be goth Kardashian. Not his type, never his type. 

Still, the girl had clung to him ever since he’d decided he was in need of comfort. It had been the night after burying Gloria, finally laying her down to rest, after a long battle with a cancer that ate at her from the inside, turning her into something other than the woman he remembered far too vividly. It had been agonizing, watching her plummet into decay over the course of those two years. It had been horrid to watch the gracious, beautiful woman she’d been disappear, to give place to a monster who would scream abuse at him whenever pain hit her. It had broken his heart, and yet he’d endured those two long years. Never had time seemed to stretch so slowly, and often had he pondered putting an end to her suffering. But hope still grabbed at his heart, hope she would overcome it all and go back to being her very own self, her maternal old self.

Death had come, as expected; as he should have expected, and had caught him off guard. He’d gone through the motions alright, as it had been expected of him. He’d arranged for the funeral and everything else, despite the fact Gloria had a solicitor to take care of her business when she passed away. And then she’d been put down to the ground, and the dirt had covered her casket and he’d known she would not be rising up from her tomb like a vampire in a horror story, as much as he’d wished for it. He’d known it to be the end, she was gone for good.

That had been his collapsing moment. When he’d gone back to Gloria's cottage, the one he was certain to inherit; to find it empty, smelling of sickness and decay. That had been his undoing and he’d collapsed over the kitchen sink, crying like a baby, something he couldn't remember doing in years. Pain clawed from inside him, grabbing hold of his body, his muscles, his head, his heart. Lungs had been all used up from the weeping sobs, breaths coming in rasps that made his chest hurt. He’d needed solace, and sought comfort, which would usually be found by him at the bottom of a bottle of scotch, so he’d made it to the local club, where kids from that and the closer villages hung out. 

At first he’d been intent on drowning his thirst in alcohol, and had stayed focused on his whisky, the amber coloured liquid lasting no longer than a few seconds in the vial, him asking the bartender for refill after refill. But as the warmth of the drink seemed to seep through his veins, he spread a gaze around the place, taking in the ambiance, the mood. There were kids who looked too young to be allowed in, and kids who looked old enough for clubbing on a Saturday night. There were young adults in their mid twenties, and thirty-year-olds as well, sitting at a corner in a bunch, getting up to dance to the sound of some old glory from their youth. 

And then there had been the girl, who’d stared silently his way from where she stood with her friends. Her light eyes, of an indistinct hue of blue, surrounded by a heavy dose of eye-liner and eye-shadow, face made all angles with contouring, lips that looked thicker than they really were by carefully applied lipstick, her body, so fit, clad in a long, tight, velvet dress beneath a long, loose silk kimono, all that he took in, and hunger; thirst being sated by the copious amounts of whisky he had downed, took place within him, a hunger for human warmth, human contact. 

Drunk as he was, he’d taken the bait, hook and all, and had stared back at her, intently, a 'come on' look spreading through his face, a smile that could have seduced a nun, or so he believed. The girl had finally made her way to where he stood, sitting on the stool next to his, pretending to wait for the barman to serve her. 

He’d offered to buy her a drink, and from there, hell had somewhat broken loose, as he’d proceeded to drench her in alcohol and drench himself even more than what he’d already done. From his lips being set on the rim of his glass to being firmly planted over her mouth, it’d been a question of minutes. As the night progressed, he’d found himself trying to get her skirts up, ready to have her there, inside a smelly loo, back pressed against the door. They’d somehow made it to Gloria's cottage, and sex had been wild and all night long. 

The next morning he’d woken up with a serious headache, the naked body of a girl over his, her make-up staining Gloria's lovely pillow cases. His first reaction had been to kick the girl out of the house.

But he’d known he was to blame, so he’d endured. Not wanting to cause unnecessary pain, he’d been gentle towards her. Making apologies for his behaviour, he explained he’d not been himself, gripped by some sort of deep grief he had a hard time dealing with. She had assented, saying she was quite aware he’d just lost his mother and what had happened had been mostly down to it. But she’d lingered on, never being intrusive, nor shoving herself onto him in ways that could be seen as abusive. She’d just been there, present, making herself noticed, tiresome and demanding in her want of affection, her clumsy attempts at making him fall for her.

When he’d thought he couldn't handle it anymore and had been just about ready to push her away for good, he’d realized she was one of Elsa's girls, and noticed how Elsa had showered him with dark, brooding looks that promised nothing good. As soon as he’d figured out his hanging around with Katherine Gordon annoyed the hell out of Elsa Fleming, he’d made it a point of keeping the girl by his side. But he’d made sure she was completely aware he wasn’t interested in her in a romantic sense.

There had been no more sexual encounters between the two of them, Katherine taking it in stride. There’d been plenty of nights out together, the two of them and a few of her friends, him easing his way into the group of young people as smoothly as fine silk, and easing the way for his own friends to join them. They’d become quite notorious all over the village and thereabouts: a group of twenty something’s, all dressed in black, with their leathers and their laces, their velvets and their silks; their loud music, the heavy make-up, the brooding gazes. 

He’d felt more at home, and it had been easier to stay on after Gloria's passing, after the will had been read and he’d come into possession of her testament, the house and the rights to her writings being top of the list. 

He’d stayed on, and there he was now, six months to the day after Gloria passed away alone in a hospital room while he’d gone out for a smoke.

Reaching out a hand, he whisked the loose strands of dyed black hair from Katherine's face, calling her name. She opened her eyes, looking confused, and finally her thoughts seemed to gather and focus. She was always a bit out of herself after spending the night.

“What do you want for breakfast?” he asked, tips of his fingers lightly brushing over her soft skin. 

He owed her plenty, was well aware of that. He tried hard not to send her mixed signals, knowing Katherine was not the sort of woman he might ever come to fall in love with, but it was tough not to be gentle with her, when she always gave herself so freely, when she always gave so much of herself to him.

“Toast and milky tea,” she replied, stretching arms widely over her head, mouth open in a deep yawn. “Christ, you should have forced me to go home, Rune. This couch is the most uncomfortable thing in the whole world.”

“You were too weak, and tired. I called your room-mate and let her know you were spending the night.” 

Walking off to the kitchen, he plugged in the kettle and fitted two slices of bread onto the toaster. Grabbing a ripe, red apple from the bowl over the table he bit into it, letting the fleshy, juicy meat of the fruit graze against his tongue. He loved the taste and smell of apples, there was nothing he liked more, except for scotch and good wines.

Katherine joined him in the kitchen, after having disappeared inside the bathroom for quite a while, the smudges of dark eye-shadow under her eyes now gone, her face looking clearer and more put together.

“You've been at my make-up.”

“Shut up, Rune, you don't expect me to go out looking like a bloody panda, do you? I only used a bit of that eye-liner pencil you don't even like,” the girl sat down to eat, adding even more milk to the strong tea he had brewed her. “Are you alright?”

He eyed her in something akin to awe for how perceptive she always was. He was not quite alright, and yet he didn’t even know what had made him be... well, not alright. But it had seemed to start the previous evening, the feeling of something being amiss, the shortness of temper that hit him hard and made him lash out at small nothings, the anxiety deep in his gut.

After Katherine had fallen asleep on the couch, he’d picked up his bottle of scotch and moved himself upstairs, to Gloria's bedroom. He’d sat on the bed, drinking and brooding over memories of her younger self, their holidays in France, their time in New York, their adventures in Finland. A stubborn stream of tears had run down his face, and he’d wiped at them constantly, annoyed by his own suffering.

Eventually, he’d fallen into a light sleep, to wake up as the rosy tint of a new day began to tinge the horizon, with the sense something might be amiss. It was as if something in the fabric of time and space had leapt at him. An impending doom had grabbed hold of the pit of his stomach, and he’d gone down to check on Katherine, fearing the previous night's shenanigans might have harmed her, or even killed her. 

She’d been all right, though.

He’d moved himself over to the window, as if sensing a new threat outside, something about to enter his carefully secluded world, his carefully manicured life. 

As he peeked out, a car drove by. A dark red Chrysler PT Cruiser he knew only too well.

Ruth Fleming had come to visit her mother.

Deny it as he would, he knew this to be the reason for his deep discomfort, his mood swings. If life had something to teach him still, it was the art of being patient. Ruth being there was not helping, never mind how much he’d wanted to see her, how much he always wanted to see her. She’d been at Gloria's funeral, siding with Elsa, but had ventured forward to give him her condolences, contrary to Elsa, who had merely looked at them as if daggers could be made to come out of her eyes.

It had been too much, yes, on top of everything else. To be confronted with Ruth, whom he barely knew at all, and whom he so wanted to get to know better. On top of his heartbreak over Gloria's passing, his heart had shattered some more at having Ruth hugging his body to hers, whispering words of sorrow into his ears, words about Gloria, of course, and how good she’d always been, how much she would be missed, how she’d been such a good friend to her mother and to her.

And as Ruth walked away, he’d found himself wondering how much she knew, what she knew. Apparently nothing, for she’d dropped Elsa home, stayed the night, and next morning headed back to London at full speed, driving the dark red Chrysler PT Cruiser which Gloria had left her, without a look back.

Now she was once more in Port Eynon, and hadn’t come alone, he’d caught sight of another person sitting on the passenger seat. His gut wrenching forebode no good from that unexpected visit, and still, he longed to see Ruth.

Turning back to stare at Katherine, he could see the question still in her eyes.

“No,” he replied. “I don't think I'm all right.”

“I'll stay out of your way, then,” she blurted, getting up from the chair and downing the rest of the tea. 

“Are you going to Elsa's, any time today?”

Katherine's questioning look was wider, deeper. She knew there was no love lost between Elsa Fleming and Rune Sanderson, she assumed it had to do with Gloria Sanderson, Rune's estranged mother. She’d never bothered delving into the matter. Elsa had learned soon enough of the girl's entanglement with Rune, and had made her thoughts known widely, harassing Katherine with warnings of how Rune Sanderson was not to be trusted, to the point Katherine had lost control and shouted at her mentor to stay out of her life. Elsa had obliged her, never again mentioning how inappropriate she found her relationship with Rune to be, but had become increasingly cold towards Katherine, keeping her distance even within the coven they both belonged to. 

From Rune himself, she’d never gleaned anything, and he’d never before mentioned the woman. Still, she had noticed how he made it a point of looking the other way whenever he crossed her on the streets of the small village they both lived in, now. So it had been quite a surprise to have him ask her that particular question.

“Probably, though I'm not working today. Why?”

“Ruth's in town,” he threw the chewed apple core into the bin and moved the mug where Katherine had drunk her tea from to the sink. “She brought someone with her. I wonder why.” 

His eyes sparkled in the dim morning light. The skies, that had been bright and rosy at dawn, were now a dull shade of grey, flooding the kitchen with a blinding light. The girl's eyes seemed to lose focus momentarily, blinded by the aggressive white glare of a sun hidden beneath layers of clouds. Inching herself closer to him, Kate threw her arms around his torso, head resting softly over his heart.

“Rune, I'd give anything to be able to shake this pain from you. I know you miss her, but it has been a while... I wish you would find it in you to be happy again.”

He winced at her words, his gaze becoming stony and cold. Still, he held her closer to his bony body, nose diving into dyed black hair and inhaling the scent of her shampoo, a throaty groan coming to his lips as his body reacted as bodies were meant to. He wanted to kiss her, he really did, wanted to get her out of that black dress, wanted to ease himself into her, but knew those were mere bodily functions and desires. Above all else, he did not want to mislead her into thinking it could be more than what it really was. 

“Kate, please don't,” he whispered into her ear, voice thick with an emotion he fought hard to keep back. She gazed up at him, her blue eyes light in the morning sun, all innocence and lust.

“You can't expect me not to feel things, Rune. I'm only human.”

“I don't want you to be hurt. I don't want you to nurse expectations towards me that I’ll be unable to fulfil; only to have you bitter and spiteful, hating me because I cannot be who you expected me to be. I have been nothing but honest.”

“Shut up,” Katherine whispered, a gentle finger pressed against his lips. “I have no expectations, but I do have feelings, I care for you. You're my best friend. When it comes to it, you're the one person I feel most at ease and comfortable with, the only person who seems to get me and not judge me. So I do have feelings for you, even if they're not of a romantic inclination.”

Rune nodded, acknowledging her words but seeing them for the lie they truly were. Pushing her gently away, he looked into her eyes. “I want you to find out why Ruth's here, and who's with her.” he murmured, as Katherine's gaze went out of focus, her eyes becoming glazed and milky-looking. She nodded her head in complete compliance, and Rune let her go.

As Katherine made her way up the road where Gloria had her old cottage, in the direction of less secluded areas, he peeped out the window, eyes focused on the lone figure of the girl dressed in black, but his mind going back to Ruth Fleming and the day they’d met.

***
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SASHA'S HEAD LEANED against the window, her body and mind lulled by the car's steady hum. Despite being anxious, she was rather eager to finally come face to face with Elsa Fleming, Ruth's mother. A full blood witch would help come to terms with and take control of her own magic. 

Sasha and Ruth had become closer and closer with time, after the night the genealogist had gone over to Sasha's for dinner. They had stretched the evening with a hop to a club, where Ruth had introduced Sasha to her business partner. They had developed a regular habit of going out together on Saturday nights, usually preceded by long conversations over the phone. It had been years since Sasha felt that close to another person, and she’d deemed it all quite akin to falling in love. She had fallen in love with Ruth, she figured, and the other woman had fallen for her as hard. Only it was not the romantic, sexual feeling love was more generally associated with.

Friendship was a kind of love, she believed, and when it began, it was much like passion. An enchantment between two people, who longed to be close to one another, do things together, talk for hours and share their thoughts and plans and dreams. It had been just like that, for her and Ruth. The day the other woman had taken her to a party thrown by the 'it' couple that were Alexei's sister Irina and her husband Toly, she’d known for sure this particular friendship was more important to her than plenty of her previous love affairs had ever been. She’d glided easily into the small group established before her sudden appearance, and many times had she joked with Ruth about how charming Toly was and how both of them had a platonic crush on the man.

Three months had gone by of that sort of love affair between them, before Ruth brought up the matter of Sasha's powers, as she called them. The subject was broached on a Saturday afternoon, the two women hiking on the Heath, Ruth bringing Sasha up to date with the lack of progress she was making on the genealogy of her father and uncle. The frustration of it all had brought along a surge of energy to Sasha's body. Her chestnut brown hair had stood slightly on end, and a bitter wind had begun to rise all around them, along with heavy clouds, pregnant with rain that seemed to gather above their heads. Then, as thunder cracked over them and a lightning ripped the sky, Ruth said she was calling her mother. Sasha needed the help of someone who understood how to best deal with all that. 

Less than two weeks later, on the nineteenth of April, they were inside Ruth's car, driving towards Port Eynon, near Swansea, where Elsa Fleming lived, the woman having agreed to receive Sasha in her midst and try to help her control her gifts.

Arrangements had been made for a suite to be booked at a local hotel, where she could have the privacy of staying in a self sufficient and self catering apartment. This would allow her to come and go at her own will. It was all a bit more expensive than she’d expected, but after Toly, who was an investment banker, had taken a look at her uncle's work on her trust fund, she’d discovered he’d left her with a lot more than what she first assumed. Still, Sasha shuddered at the thought of spending money as if it were nothing, and had spent long hours with Toly, going over all her current investments, trying to convince him to help her donate large sums to causes she deemed worthy. In the end, she’d begged him to manage her small fortune, trusting the man as if she’d known him all her life, knowing that part of it was due to the silly crush both she and Ruth seemed to have on him.

Her head lolled on her neck, bringing her back to the present, eyes snapping open, taking in the views. The sun was playing hide and seek behind grey clouds. The scent of the sea drifted from nearby, and the road was dotted with small cottages on either side, few and far apart. As Ruth drove on, Sasha's eyes focused on a small stone enclosure, a thatched roof cottage on her side of the road, with a small, carefully kept garden, filled with rosebushes up front. Something seemed to hit her with a force she couldn't place, and the rusty tang of blood hit her nostrils, gripping her heart in a vice. A throaty sob seemed to choke her, as if a sudden, powerful sadness had overcome Sasha’s whole being, engulfing her in a deep rooted pain that threatened to drown her.

“Oh my god, Ruth, someone is suffering in that house. It's such sorrow,” she murmured, and Ruth took her eyes off the road and to the cottage for a second. Her expression darkened, but she said nothing.

As the car drove off, leaving the house behind, the feeling subsided, and Sasha sat up in her seat, taking in the views.

“We're almost there,” Ruth informed her. “At the hotel, I mean. My mother's further off. I thought you might want to check in first, and freshen up, then we could go to her place.”

“Whatever you say.” she agreed, cheerily, the former gloom now all but forgotten.

Ten minutes more brought them to the hotel, where Sasha went through all the motions of checking in. When they finally saw themselves alone in the suite, Ruth straining her gaze around while Sasha ran to the toilet, she forced herself to relax.

“Are you nervous?” Ruth asked, sensing the electricity inside those four walls increase.

“Yeah, I never met another one,” Sasha came out of the bedroom, where she had already stowed away her large suitcase.

“It'll be all right. Wanna go now?”

“Sure.”

In silence they went back to the car. Ruth drove on, leisurely, as she gazed around at the sights of her childhood and adolescence, reminding herself of how much she’d wanted to leave that town behind, and most especially her mother, with her demands and expectations. Their relationship was strained, at best, but there wasn't a day when they wouldn't call each other on the phone or exchange emails and texts. They disagreed at almost everything, but they were close, fiercely so, highly protective of one another. Yet, they needed the distance from each other to make that bond between them survive. 

Finally she drove the car into a gravel drive leading to a dark brick house, not very large but big enough for a family of four.

“You grew up here?” Sasha inquired as she saw a woman come out the front door. She looked a lot like Ruth, who nodded in confirmation.

Elsa Fleming was fifty five years old, but looked like Ruth's sister instead of her mother. Her skin was untouched by time, only sporting a few wrinkles around the eyes and the curves of her lips. Her hair was lighter than her daughter’s, a cinder like blond, and her eyes were darker, a deep brown that resembled melted dark chocolate. She was rather striking, a tall, bony woman, larger than Ruth in frame, imposing and controlling. Sasha could see why it might have been hard for Ruth to grow up with her as a mother. The sense she got from the older woman was one of forcefulness and selfishness.

Stepping out of the car in cue with Ruth, they both approached the woman at the same time. Elsa held out her arms to her daughter, who embraced her tightly.

“Hello, mother,” she sounded coy, as she took a step back and made space for Sasha to go nearer. “This is Sasha Devereaux.”

Elsa took a long look at her, eyes straining over every single aspect, taking in the brown hair, voluminous and full, the bright eyes very green, the deep milky hue of the skin, the lips she kept biting, the slender and small frame. Next to Ruth, the woman looked waif-like, so short and thin, her pinched face hidden behind a mass of hair. And yet, as frail as Sasha looked, Elsa could feel the waves of power coming off her with such force she seemed to waiver on her feet. 

“How old are you?” she asked, voice deep and full.

“Thirty five,” Sasha obliged, feeling her face blush and heat sear all through her body.

“Same age as my Ruth,” Elsa said, matter of factly. “You don't look a day over twenty,” the woman smiled at Sasha's patent look of confusion. “It's common among witches. Time passes in different rhythms for us. We do not age the same as mere mortals do.”

Sasha looked at Ruth, who confirmed with a nod of her head.

“Why don't you girls come in?” Elsa offered, the door behind her opening wide without the touch of a hand. 

Both women followed her, while Sasha took in the words Elsa had said. It explained why the woman looked as old as Ruth; it explained why she herself didn't seem to age with the passing of years. As they walked into the spacious room where a large couch and a massive fireplace took centre stage, Elsa came closer to Sasha and took the woman's hands in hers.

“Yes,” she sighed. “I can feel your power clearly. You need to learn how to keep it in restraint, it's quite strong and it's quite evident. But we have time. Sit, please. Ruth, darling will you brew us a tea like only you can do it?”

Ruth walked out of the living room in quick steps, while Sasha took a seat on the immense couch, her slender frame seeming to get lost within it. She poised her eyes upon the older woman, a smile drawn to her lips.

“How much do you know?” Elsa asked.

“Nothing. Or next to nothing. As good as.”

“Don't be nervous, girl. Your mother, Ruth told me she died when you were but a bairn?”

Sasha bowed her head once, in confirmation.

“So you never knew you were a blood witch?”

“I always knew I was different. I knew I got these... gifts from my mother. My uncle told me so, and he also made it a point I knew how important it was to keep them hidden and under control. I’ve always tried to, but sometimes it's harder. Lately it seems it gets harder.”

“Yes, Ruth told me you have suffered a loss. Your uncle passed away not too long ago, yes?”

“Not too long, no.”

“That sometimes does bring out energy which has been kept well hidden. We have a lot of work to do, I suppose.”

Ruth entered the room, carrying a tray where she’d balanced three cups and a teapot. Laying it down on the coffee table in front of the sofa, she poured the tea. Then she handed a cup to her mother and another to Sasha.

“Look, the first thing you must remember is that yes, you need to be careful who you share knowledge of your powers with. Commoners are difficult. Some will deal quite well with our gifts, with our differences, others won't. History will prove that to you, plenty of times. Show me some of what you can do,” Elsa asked, and Sasha looked around her, trying to find an outlet for her magic. 

A grouping of candles on a round side table caught her eye, and focusing on the wicks, she willed them to come alight. At the same time, a raging fire lit up on the fireplace and the door of the living room shut down with a bang.
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