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Chapter 1
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“We need to talk,” Cassandra said as she made my morning latte. 

“About your wedding plans? Then you’ve set a date?” I eagerly replied. Cassandra was my BFF and the owner of the deli downstairs from my office. She was engaged to one of the guys who worked for her. After a few hiccups, she and Tommy had finally decided to make it a permanent arrangement.

“No. Well, yes, we need to talk about that, too. But I was referring to testing your magical abilities.”

Shit. It had only been a couple of weeks since we’d banished a matchmaking demon who was making my life hell and I was enjoying having a normal life. Well, as normal as it could be given that my boss, Evander, was a smelly ogre who threw temper tantrums on a daily basis.

“I know what your dad said at the winter ceremony but honestly, I don’t think I’m a witch. I never do anything magical like you and Tommy.”

Did I forget to mention my best friend was also a witch? Normal is a relative term for me.

Cassandra sighed. “Just because you don’t go cooking up potions on a regular basis doesn’t mean you don’t have any magical abilities. I’ve been seeing signs. You do need to find out so if you are, you can be trained to handle your powers.”

I sighed right back. “I don’t have time to be a witch. And even if I did, I don’t want to be one. I like my life just the way it is. Can we just forget about it?”

“We can’t forget about it but we can table the discussion for a little while. Amy, I’m not kidding when I say if you have magical abilities, you need to learn about them. Bad things, disastrous things can happen to someone who doesn’t know how to control their own abilities. I’ll let it slide for now but I’m not going to let up on you for long.

“In the meantime, we do need to talk about the handfasting. Can you come over for dinner tonight?”

For one of her meals, I was almost always available. Having a chef for a friend when one hated to cook was a definite benefit. But not this night. My side job as a paranormal romance author took precedence over my stomach. “Sorry, can’t. I have an editing deadline looming and it’s going to be nose to the grindstone for the next several nights. What do we need to talk about?”

“Tommy and I have almost everything set including the date, which is the Spring Equinox. I was going to tell you what we have planned and then sometime real soon, you and I need to go dress shopping.”

I had to think a moment. My calendar consisted of my boss’ parties and writing deadlines. “The Spring Equinox? That’s mid-March, right? How are you going to pull everything together in less than two months?”

“You’re right on the date. This year it’s March twenty-first. Pulling it together was actually fairly easy. We just made a couple of phone calls to people we know for catering and the disc jockey. Tommy’s dad knows someone on the Parks and Recreation Board and arranged the site. My only problem is getting Mom to pare down her part of the guest list. She seems to think this is going to be the biggest magical gathering of the year and I’ll be damned if I’m going to feed some of those jackasses.”

I laughed at that one. Both sets of their parents were pretty high up in the magical community but thus far, neither child had shown a lick of interest in that type of politicking. Then again, they were fairly young for a witch and wizard. “I’m assuming you told her family and close friends only.”

“Naturally. But all those high muckety-mucks are close friends in her mind. She’s going to have to cut her list by more than half and she’s not happy.”

“I have faith. I should have everything to my editor by Friday so how about either Sunday or Monday after work for shopping?”

She thought a bit. Sunday was the only day off we had in common – I worked Monday through Friday and the deli was open Tuesday through Saturday. “How about next Sunday? We have things to do this weekend.”

I promised to write it on my calendar and then headed upstairs to begin my day. While my pot of coffee perked and the computer whirred its way to functionality, I thought about the wedding – handfasting. (I was going to have to wrap my head around the new vocabulary.) I knew she wanted something simple and outdoors but an outdoor wedding – handfasting – in March? In Minneapolis? The weather was awfully iffy at that time of year. I’d have to ask about alternate plans when we went dress shopping.

Mondays are never fun at my office. The aforementioned ogre owned the largest personal security firm in the Upper Midwest, specializing in providing non-human bodyguards. Although everyone had Ev’s cell number for emergencies at night and on weekends, there were always a boatload of non-emergency daily reports to read immediately just in case there was a situation warranting fast attention, plus my normal load of email about the business end of the things.

I’d just finished slogging through the emails when a horrible aroma permeated my office. I knew my reading had taken far more time than I’d anticipated because when I looked at the clock down in the corner of my computer screen, it read nearly eleven o’clock. Without looking up from my notepad I said, “Good morning, Ev. How was your weekend?”

“It was wonderful,” Ev gushed. That caused me to look up. Ev didn’t usually gush. But the look on his face said it all. Ev was in love. Again. He fell in lust on a regular basis and if the lusty get-togethers lasted for more than a month or two, he thought he was in love. He and another ogre, Marianna, had been seeing each other regularly for about three months, so it was time. I raised an eyebrow.

“Marianna and I spent the most wonderful weekend. Parties both Friday and Saturday nights punctuated by some of the best sex I’ve ever had.” 

I lowered my eyebrows and wrinkled my nose. Eeew. Ogre sex. Not something I wanted to think about on a Monday morning. I told him as much.

He shrugged his shoulders. “What time is Sally getting here? I’m taking Marianna on vacation in a couple of months and I want to get all the arrangements made. Just the two of us in a woodland cabin for a whole week. I can’t wait.” (Sally was my assistant and part of her job involved handling the travel arrangements.)

I guffawed. “You? Vacation for a whole week? Five bucks says you can’t stay off the phone for more than two days. And as you well know, Sally comes in about one. Write everything down and put it on her desk.” I tore a sheet off my notepad. “Here’s your list of phone calls to make. Oh, and the Petrolino contract is up next month. Decide if you want to renew it as is or make changes. It’s been in your inbox for the last two weeks.”

“This time will be different. I really want to spend the time alone with Marianna, away from work concerns. You won’t hear a peep out of me the whole time.”

I snorted as Ev turned to leave my office. My boss couldn’t stay away from work or the glitzy parties that long. I knew that whenever the vacation was, I’d be five dollars richer. I turned back to the paperwork on my desk.

Sally came in promptly at one, looking as always like a chic Valkyrie. I was continually amazed that a society matron wanted to work. But there she was in her designer suit and understated-yet-expensive jewelry, with her perfectly-coiffed blonde hair and ice-blue eyes, picking up Ev’s note and laughing. She came into my office.

“Did you know Ev wants to go on vacation?”

“Yep,” I chuckled. “I bet him five bucks he wouldn’t stay away from work more than two days. I forgot to ask him. When?”

“Last week in March. And a cabin? Away from the city and all the parties? I’ll go halfsies on the bet with you. There’s no way he’ll last!”

We both laughed again and went back to work. At the appointed hour – four o’clock, I shut down my computer and walked the three blocks home, anticipating my afternoon nap. Starting work at seven-ish gave me the perk of leaving early and getting a nice, long afternoon nap in before changing hats from administrative assistant to author.

I shared my dinner salad with a tuna garnish with my spoiled cat, Fudge, and sat down to do my least-favorite authorial task: editing. Oh yes, I had an excellent professional editor but all the changes she made were only suggestions. I still had to go through every single one, decide if they were changes I wanted to make and then do some rewriting to make it all flow. I’d much prefer if I could just write the stories and have them come out perfect the first time. 

Normally, Fudge just curled up next to the keyboard and supervised when I wrote. Tonight, however, he wasn’t content to just sleepily oversee. Every time I positioned my hands over the keys, he batted them away. Twice, he knocked my cell phone to the floor and each time I picked it up, it was ready to dial Cassandra. 

I sighed with exasperation, glared at him and put him on the floor. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you but I really have to work. I know you like Cassandra but she can’t come over to play tonight. Give it a rest, will you?”

Although I spoke to Fudge as if he understood English, he was just a cat. But this night, I swore he understood me. After glaring back at me, he heaved a sigh and, padding over to the couch and curling up on it, began to give himself what was probably his hundredth bath of the day. I finally could get down to – ick, editing.
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March had come in like a lion with a lot of snow. But only two weeks into the month, it finally felt like spring was arriving. The snow melted and dried up quickly. Early flowers started poking their stalks above the ground. The population started emerging onto the sidewalks and paths around the lakes like people waking from a season-long sleep. The morning of the vernal equinox dawned sunny and unusually warm. 

I would normally have bemoaned sitting in an office all day but not this particular Tuesday. Instead of sitting at my desk, plowing through piles of paperwork, I was running around like a chicken with its head cut off. It was the day of Cassandra and Tommy’s handfasting. 

As the maid of honor, I had to dress and prepare not only myself but the blushing bride as well. In the preceding two months, I’d found out a witch/wizard wedding was pretty much like every other. Invitations, flowers, reception ... the whole nine. About the only difference was what they said to each other. They even had to do the blood tests and courthouse thing to make it legal, which we’d taken care of on Monday.

I didn’t need to be at Cassandra’s until eleven but naturally, I was awake at my usual early hour, thanks to the fact that I couldn’t have room-darkening drapes. Fudge shredded anything decent. Being up that early gave me plenty of time to bemoan the fact that I wouldn’t be able to take my afternoon nap.

After checking the pile on the couch about a hundred times, still feeling like I was missing something, it was finally time to leave. I grabbed my dress, accessories and makeup and with loaded arms, walked the three blocks to her house. 

It was already bedlam there. Gert, Cassandra’s cousin, childhood buddy and the other attendant, was in tears, sobbing how she’d never thought Cassandra would get married and that she and Tommy were so perfect for each other. Celeste, Cassandra’s mother, was on the phone, harassing the caterer. Cassandra was trying to calm them down. Tommy and his soon-to-be father-in-law, Marcus, had wisely left and were doing whatever guys do the morning of the wedding at Tommy’s father’s house. 

“Hey,” I yelled. “We still have three hours. That’s plenty of time to get everyone ready, everything together and get over to the park. Cassandra, is there any coffee left?” Gert’s crying subsided to a sniffle, Celeste hung up the phone and both just looked at me.

“Everything is on schedule and unless one of us is going to require more time in the bathroom than I anticipate, why don’t we all take a breath, huh?” I said a little more quietly.

“I just made a fresh pot. Help yourself.” Cassandra came over, took my things and gave me a hug, quietly saying, “Thanks for that. Mom and Gert are giving me a headache. I’ve told Mom things are under control but she doesn’t believe me, and Gert won’t stop blubbering.”

Just as I finished pouring my coffee, the doorbell rang. It was the florist’s delivery guy with our part of the floral arrangements. I took delivery of two boxes and three centerpiece arrangements. After confirming he was on his way to drop off the rest of it at Tommy’s dad’s, I opened the boxes to sort through, oohing and aahing to myself. The centerpieces were mostly white carnations and daisies with a scattering of deep yellow roses. Everything for the ceremony itself was white roses and rosemary. Although I’d never pictured using herbs in a bouquet before, I couldn’t help but be impressed with the beauty, not to mention the fragrance.

“Wow. They did a wonderful job with what to them was an unusual request,” Cassandra said as she came up behind me.

“I’ll admit it’s unusual to me,” I countered. “The white roses I get, but rosemary?”

“You know the roses signify purity. Rosemary is traditional in our handfastings. It means fidelity. The guy’s boutonnieres are the same.” 

We moved the centerpieces to the dining room table and laid the bouquets and Celeste’s corsage on the hall table next to the door so we wouldn’t forget them. 

Just then the doorbell rang again. Cassandra greeted Mark, the friend who was catering the reception, with a hug and, “You know your way around. I don’t think we’ll need the tent, do you? The centerpieces are on the dining room table.” Mark nodded and went back outside. I heard shuffling of feet down the sidewalk that led to the back gate and subsequently saw Mark and three others begin to transform the yard into an outdoor reception hall.  

“Mom and Gert, it’s probably time you started dressing,” Cassandra told them. “I’ll want my bathroom in about twenty minutes and I’m sure Amy needs a mirror, too.” As the women headed upstairs, Cassandra plopped down on the couch with a sigh.

“We should have eloped or something. I knew it was going to be like this. They’ve only been here since yesterday and I’m already at wits’ end. Gert’s acting like once we’re married, I won’t be the same person. Mom still seems to think this is a full-on gathering of every magical person in the country. Even though she knows we can’t change the calendar or the way the solar system works, it’s inconvenient to hold the ceremony in the middle of the week. And she’s still pissed that we’re not going anywhere for a honeymoon so won’t let any of the family stay here.”

I commiserated with her. “It’s like that at every other wedding I’ve attended – including my own. It’s that ‘special day’ aura that descends on everyone in attendance except the bride and groom, I think. I don’t know about you but I’m going to enjoy my coffee while I watch Mark and his people set up. Once your Mom is out of your bathroom, we can go commandeer your bedroom and shut them out until it’s almost time to leave. Gregory should be here shortly after one. Ev said he was going to be dropped off at the park and just hang out people watching until the party started.”

I mused at that last statement. Ev hanging out in a park people watching? More like people would be watching him. At over seven feet tall with puce skin, he didn’t blend well.

We both stood quietly at the windows of her workroom sipping coffee and watching the crew set up the tables, chairs, and makeshift dance floor. Mark came in to get Cassandra’s keys to the deli. “The refrigerators over there are a lot bigger, as is the prep table. Since it’s right next door, I’m using it instead of trying to cram everything in here,” he told me when I raised my eyebrows. 

Celeste and Gert finally came downstairs. “It’s all yours, sweetheart,” Celeste said as she smoothed the sides of her gown. “Are you sure I can’t help with anything?” She was almost pleading.

“Mom, all I’m going to do is put on my makeup and dress,” Cassandra answered with a big sigh. “Amy can help zip me up which, I think, is all the help I’m going to need. Have a snack. You know you get headaches if you don’t eat regularly. And for goodness’ sake, stay out of Mark’s hair. He really does know what he’s doing. We’ll be down in a bit.”

She grabbed my hand and hauled me up the stairs. “Do your makeup first, while I’m laying everything out. I’m sure I’ll also have to convince Merlin not to cover my dress with his fur.”

I’d totally forgotten the cat. “Where is he?”

“Under the bed. He headed there as soon as Gert started her sniveling. Tears bother him for some reason. Go, huh?”

I followed instructions, put on my makeup and emerged to find her hugging Merlin to her chest. He was only making a show of disliking his position. He was a snuggler at heart. “Mine doesn’t seem to be a problem but he won’t stay off your dress. I didn’t want his claws pulling threads or anything. Get dressed so I can put him down, will you?”

I pulled on the dress we’d picked out and she took Merlin into the bathroom with her. As soon as she put him down, he headed back under the bed. At least he wouldn’t claw the dresses for which I was glad. I liked my dress. I’d be able to wear it later on to one of Ev’s fancy-dress parties: a close-fitting, long-sleeved gown in forest green silk with gold trim. I had two sets of shoes to match: a pair of gold heels so I wouldn’t look like a shrimp in all the photos and a pair of flats for when the reception started swinging.

I knew Cassandra didn’t like makeup but I swore she should wear it more often. A little contouring with eye shadow and blush and she looked like a Celtic goddess or something just as exotic. I helped her into her dress which was just as simple as mine, only white. She’d left her hair loose and I pulled one side back, clipping a single white tea rose just above her ear. After stepping into her shoes, she did a slow pirouette. “Well, how do I look?”

“Like a bride. But you should blush some to make the look more authentic.”

“Why in blazes would I blush? It’s not like I’m a virgin or anything. C’mon. Mom’s going to want to gush and Gert will probably start tearing up. I hope she doesn’t smear her makeup before all the pictures are done.”

I went downstairs first, so Cassandra could make an entrance. She was right. Celeste cried “my baby” and Gert just cried. Celeste started fussing with Cassandra’s dress and hair. 

I went over to Gert. “Hey, girl. You’ve got to stop the waterworks. You’ll smear your makeup before we get pictures taken.”

“I always do this at handfastings. I even cry at happy endings in books and films. I can’t help myself,” she told me. “But my makeup is no problem. Watch.” She passed her hand over her face once. The tear tracks disappeared, the redness in her eyes was gone and she looked like she’d just got up from a makeup artist’s chair.

“Mom taught me that spell a long time ago,” she grinned. “We figured it was easier than trying to stop me crying. I just wish I could snap my fingers and have makeup appear rather than just fixing it. So don’t worry, I won’t ruin the photographs.”

Just a minute later, the doorbell rang again. “Your chariot awaits, m’lady.” Gregory made a low bow to Cassandra. 

“Go on with you,” Cassandra shot back. “By the way, thanks for playing chauffeur for us today. We really appreciate it.”

“My favorite sandwich-maker is getting married. I was the one who talked Ev into letting you two use his limo so I could drive you around. But we had better leave. There isn’t usually a lot of traffic around the lake this time of year but today’s weather is bringing all the crazies out. You don’t want to be late for your handfasting!”

I checked my clutch one more time for Tommy’s ring and the four of us headed out to the limo. Several of Cassandra’s regulars were waiting outside the deli (which had a sign that read, “Closed on Account of Matrimony!”) and they clapped as we made our way down the front walk.

“Give him hell, Cassandra,” one of them yelled. 

“No worries, Gus, he’s already there!” she hollered back just before Gregory helped her to her seat.

Celeste was fidgety on the ride over. Cassandra was getting irritated. “Mom, will you calm down? You’re not the bride here.”

“Have you checked with the park? Is everything ready?”

“I’m sure everything is okay. Rhys was going to check on it this morning.”

Thankfully it was only a fifteen minute drive, otherwise I think Celeste would have rubbed a hole in the seat area of her dress with all her wiggling around.

Don’t ask me how he got permission, or even if he did, but Gregory pulled off the road and right onto the walkway to let us out. I retrieved Tommy’s ring from my clutch, put it on my thumb and left the purse in one of the limo’s hidden compartments. We’d be riding back to the house in the same vehicle.

The men were resplendent in their formal robes. Each man gave his hand to his partner to help her out: Marcus to Celeste; Charlie to Gert; Jamie, Tommy’s brother and best man, to me and finally, Tommy to Cassandra. Tommy’s eyes were glowing. “You look gorgeous, Dra. You ready?”

“You betcha. What about you? After yesterday, you could’ve gotten out of it. After today, no way, buddy.” She grinned at him. He answered by planting a kiss on her neck.

I finally had a chance to look at the setting. If you’ve never been there, you need to visit the Lyndale Park Peace Garden. I won’t give you the scoop here but you can certainly look it up online. It’s gorgeous. Anyways, the park had roped off the central area and arranged chairs for the guests. Rhys, in full wizard regalia, was waiting for us in front of the sculpture. The flowering shrubs were just starting to put on some color and provided a beautiful backdrop. 

The photographer insisted on a couple of “before” shots. The guests were already seated but all turned in their chairs to watch. I felt like an animal in the zoo with everyone looking on and the sound of the camera’s shutter clicking every few seconds. Once the posing was finally done, Rhys went to stand in front of the main sculpture and we took our places in front of him. Cassandra handed her bouquet to me and turned to face Tommy. Her expression was radiant.

Rhys began, “Loved ones, we gather here today to witness the binding in love of Cassandra and Tommy, now and forever. Love flourishes and blooms in the light and in the dark, laying down no ultimatums, making no demands at all. It is a gift we give to ourselves, and an honor we give to others from the bottom of our hearts and souls. When two people come together and give one another this gift, it is certain the universe is sitting back and smiling upon us, laughing and showering us with every possible blessing.”

I heard a cell phone ring. Rhys paused long enough to glare at Ev, who shrugged his shoulders and reached into his pocket, silencing it. Rhys continued.

“I may preside here but more importantly as the father of the groom, it is my pleasure to offer these blessings to the couple: may you be gifted with the light of the rising sun each day; the heat of passion; a warm, loving home; a commitment as deep as the ocean; and the knowledge that holding one another each night is a solid foundation.

“Cassandra and Tommy, your journey together begins today. Help each other along the path and without doubt, you will find the ability to weather any adverse conditions you may encounter.

“Now, I ask you to look into one another's eyes and hearts. Tommy, please place the ring on Cassandra's finger. Do you promise to show Cassandra your honor and fidelity, to share her laughter and joy, to support and stand by her in times of difficulty, to dream and hope together with her, and to spend each day loving her more than the day before?”

Tommy smiled at Cassandra. “I do, sir.”

Rhys continued. “Cassandra, please place Tommy’s ring on his finger. Do you, Cassandra, promise to show Tommy your honor and fidelity, to share his hopes and dreams, to laugh with him and share endless days of joy, to stand side by side with him in times of trouble, and to spend each day loving him more than the day before?”

Cassandra’s reply was so quiet, I barely heard, “I do so promise.”

“The vows of love have been spoken. Now, please cross your wrists over each other and take one another's hands.” They did as Rhys asked and he wrapped a piece of golden cord around their hands, tying a knot as he finished.

“Tommy and Cassandra, this cord symbolizes your life, your love, and the eternal connection the two of you have found with one another. The ties of this handfasting are not formed by this cord. They are formed instead by your vows, by your pledge, your souls, and your two hearts, now bound together as one forever.

“By Earth, Air, Fire and Water, I say it is done. Tommy and Cassandra, please kiss to seal your vows.” 

As they kissed, the cord that was twined around their hands shimmered and disappeared. I heard Gert sniffle into the handkerchief she’d carried along with her bouquet.

That was probably the most innocent kiss I’ve ever seen at a wedding. More like a quick, embarrassed peck than a kiss. At that point, I felt a slight pressure in my ears and had to swallow hard a couple of times to clear them, which was much more polite than yawning with my mouth wide open to make my ears pop. 

Rhys finished with, “Please turn to face your loved ones. Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Tommy Llewellyn!”

Not only the invited guests but several onlookers out on the walking path broke into applause as the newlyweds turned around. I handed the bouquet back to Cassandra and they started walking down what passed for an aisle, showered with rose petals by the guests as they went.

Just as everyone was rising to leave, Rhys yelled, “If I could have your attention for a moment, please.” They paused and turned back to face him. “Naturally, the photographer wants a few minutes with the parties involved. You all know your way to the house. If you’ll make your way out back, the caterer has some light refreshments to tide you over until supper. We’ll be along shortly and then you can wrinkle their clothing with your hugs to your heart’s content.”

They all laughed and dispersed back to their vehicles. Ev got into the limo and Gregory pulled quickly into traffic. I knew he’d be back in record time to retrieve us.

The photographer certainly knew his business. His assistant quickly figured out who was who and thirty minutes later, we were all done posing and smiling for the camera. “I’ll follow you over to the house to get some candid shots and then whatever other photos your family may want,” he said to Tommy just as Gregory pulled back onto the walking path.

Everyone headed for their cars. Tommy, Cassandra, Jamie and I rode in the limo. 

“Gorgeous ceremony, you two,” Gregory said over his shoulder. “I’ve never met your dad, Tommy, but he sure cuts a fine figure in his official robes.”

Tommy chuckled. “Tell him yourself. When Mom was alive, she had to cajole him into wearing them when it’s necessary. He’d rather wear jeans and flannel shirts all the time.”

In no time, we were back at the house and had to form the reception line. I doubted I’d ever see most of the family members again but I smiled while trying to remember names and relationships at least for one day. The few “pompous asses” I also smiled at, promptly forgetting their names and positions. I knew almost all of the other guests by virtue of always running into them at the deli or in Cork’s pub over the years. 

Mark did a stellar job. Finger food and champagne kept everyone busy with toasts for an hour or more while the photographer kept snapping away at one group or another, always with Tommy and Cassandra in the middle. Just as the sun was setting they lit all the patio heaters then brought out trays of real food. All of a sudden, it got very quiet as people stuffed themselves. The DJ arrived about half way through dinner and played instrumental music on low to help with digestion.

Once the cake was cut and demolished, the DJ cranked up the music, Mark opened the bar and the party got started. I found out Jamie was just as bad a dancer as me. We spent three and a half minutes trying not to step on each other’s toes, laughing the whole time. The obligatory song ended and I was about to suggest we go sit down to give our toes a rest when a familiar figure tapped Jamie on the shoulder and then looking at me, said, “May I have the next dance?” Jamie looked at me and seeing that I was quite alright with the stranger, let go my hand and disappeared into the crowd.

“No. I need to give my toes a break. But you can have the next slow one,” I said very quietly to Tony, my boyfriend who just happened to get furry once a month when the moon was full. “I thought you were in some high-level meetings in LA.”

“I am but I canceled today and got on a plane. I’ll need to go back on the red-eye. I may have missed the handfasting but I can at least give Cassandra and Tommy my best on the day. Not to mention it was a perfect excuse to see you.” He bent down and kissed me.

We walked over to where the happy couple was sitting. Both of them were shocked. “I thought you were stuck in LA,” Tommy said. Tony gave them the same explanation he had given me before leaning down and kissing Cassandra’s cheek. 

“Glad you could make it. Enjoy your few hours with Amy,” Cassandra told him.

“Oh, I plan to,” Tony replied with a grin. I sat next to Cassandra while Tony made his way over to the bar, returning with a glass of wine for both of us. The music was too loud to really have a conversation so I enjoyed the wine and the feeling of Tony sitting next to me.

I looked up to see Ev heading our way. About halfway over, he stopped and, pulling his cell out of his pocket, answered a call. It was too loud for me to hear what he was saying but the expression on his face wasn’t good. When he completed his conversation, he finished walking over toward us. He shook Tony’s hand and, looking down at me said, “I need to go and won’t be in the office tomorrow. I’ll call you in the afternoon sometime and let you know when I’ll be back.” Before I could even open my mouth to reply, he said goodbye to Cassandra and Tommy, grabbed Gregory and they rushed out the gate.

“I wonder what that’s all about,” I mused. 

“It’s Ev. Why would you even try to think of what was bothering him?” Tony asked. “Enjoy your evening and worry about it tomorrow.” 

I knew he was right but... “I know what you’re saying but it seems whenever he gets that look on his face, it means he’s either pissed someone off or is about to. At the very least, it will mean I’ll have yet another mess to untangle.”

“Whatever it is, you won’t find out anything tonight. Therefore, I suggest you forget him and concentrate on me.”

I let out a little sigh. It sounded like good advice so I took it. We sipped our wine, danced a couple of slow songs with Tony easily avoiding my feet and just generally hung out, listening to all the different conversations around us.

Although people had left in dribs and drabs, the party officially came to an end around nine when the DJ announced it was time to go and leave the happy couple to their wedding night. 

“Go home,” Cassandra told me. “I’ll bring your makeup case and clothes to work with me tomorrow. Thanks for everything.” She kissed one cheek; Tommy kissed the other. I took that as a dismissal.

“Come on,” I said to Tony. “If I’ve only got a few hours, I want to make the most of them.”

He grabbed his briefcase from where he’d set it next to the fence and we walked in companionable silence back to my apartment. Fudge greeted us at the door, even rubbing up against Tony’s leg. I put down the cat food, set up the coffeepot for the next morning and made my way into the bedroom. 

Tony helped me out of my dress and even hung it in the closet. “We have until four, which is when the cab will arrive. Let’s make the most of it.” We did.
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Chapter 3
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My best friend’s handfasting was over, my sometimes boyfriend was on a plane back to LA and I was in my office, trying to make sense of the mounds of paperwork on my desk. It was a Wednesday but having had Tuesday off to be the maid of honor/witness, my sense of the week was all screwed up. I’d had very little sleep the night before and wasn’t able to go back to sleep after Tony left in his taxi at four in the morning. It was a pot-and-a-half of coffee kind of day.

The entire office had been closed the day before to attend the handfasting so in addition to paper, there were voice mail and email messages to catch up on. It had taken me the better part of the morning to get through all those and I had a long list of things to talk to my boss about when he called in.

Sally walked in about noon. “How do you manage to always look so put together?” I whined. 

“Leaving the reception early and getting a good night’s sleep with my husband of fifteen years instead of making love until two in the morning with a long-distance boyfriend has a lot to do with it,” she grinned back. “I take it you enjoyed Tony’s company but didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

“You’re right on that one. I’ll catch up tonight, I guess.”

Sally sniffed the air. “Where’s Ev? He’s got to be out. It smells too good in here.”

“Hell if I know. He left the reception in a hurry last night, didn’t say where he was going and now isn’t answering his phone. I’m waiting on him to call me to answer a shit pot full of questions, not the least of which is where is he and when is he coming back.”

“At least I’m here to answer the phones now so you can get some paperwork done. Anything else I can do to help?”

I gave her one of the credit card statements to reconcile and turned back to the one I was working on. The numbers swam before my eyes even as I took a swig of my eighth (twelfth?) cup of coffee. I slogged on.

Ev finally phoned in just as I was about to call it a day. 

“Where are you?” I asked. “I have a pile of things to talk to you about.”

“I’m in Atlanta,” he answered. “Something’s come up and I need to be here for a few days. What’s up?”

Heaving a sigh and delaying my nap, I spent the next half hour going over two days’ business with him. As we finished the conversation he said, “I may be in and out of cell phone range for the next few days. Can you hold the fort for me, maybe even through the weekend? I know we have an agreement about you not working overtime but I can’t be sure I’ll get all the calls as they’re coming in.”

I sighed yet again. “Okay. Forward your cell to the office. I’ll forward the office phone to mine. But I get a day off when you return. Deal?”

Ev may be a bit of a pain in the backside but he was very fair when it came to my going above and beyond a forty hour week. He easily acquiesced and although I wasn’t looking forward to fielding phone calls for three or more days and nights, I consoled myself with the thought of a long weekend sometime in the not-too-distant future. We disconnected, I cleaned off my desk and on the way out the door, told Sally to forward the phone to mine when she left for the day. She had a questioning look on her face but agreed to do so. Thankfully, my phone stayed quiet and I was able to get a good night’s sleep.

It was much earlier than my normal quitting time the next day but I was cleaning off my desk in preparation for a long meeting with the back of my eyelids when, with a ‘poof’, a piece of paper appeared on my desk. I yelled, “What the hell?” and Sally came rushing into my office.

The paper had the look and feel of parchment, complete with the deckle edge. I gingerly picked it up and read the calligraphic handwriting aloud:


Miss McCollum,

Your employer, Evander Angelich, is our guest. While he would prefer to be conducting his business in the comfort of his office, we are enjoying his company. If you would like him to be returned to work, perhaps even in one piece, bring $500,000 in unmarked, untraceable $100 bills with you when you check into the Marriott Marquis Hotel in Atlanta, Georgia tomorrow afternoon. 



Needless to say, contacting the authorities, mundane or paranormal, will result in his death, the closure of his company and the loss of your cushy job. Please write your reply on this parchment. It will return to us when you sign your name.



This had to be some sort of joke. Who would kidnap Ev? And how does one go about subduing an ogre, anyways? They’re larger than most other species that walk on two legs and magical spells bounce off them.

“You think it’s real?” Sally asked.

“Can’t be,” I replied. “It’s nearly impossible to capture an ogre if he or she isn’t willing. This must be one of his friends playing a joke.” So, I wrote:


You must be kidding. Who’d want a smelly ogre? Besides, I don’t have that kind of money.

Amy McCollum



They weren’t lying. The parchment disappeared from underneath my pen with the last “M”. I picked up my purse and lunch dishes to drop off downstairs, and followed Sally out to the reception area, on my way out the door to that appointment. A second ‘poof’ and another piece of parchment appeared on Sally’s desk. Ev’s signet ring landed next to it with a clatter.


We can assure you we are not kidding. Has he answered his phone today? You are welcome to call around to try to find him but we do suggest you use your corporate check-writing authority to get our money and make your travel arrangements while doing so. Tomorrow afternoon, the Marriott Marquis in Atlanta. Don’t be late.



Sally and I looked at each other with wide eyes. It wasn’t a joke. Ev’s bracelet-sized ring was proof positive. 

I grabbed the phone off Sally’s desk and dialed Gregory’s number with shaking hands. He sounded upset when he answered the phone with, “Ev, where the hell have you been?”

“Gregory, it’s Amy. We have a problem. Please come to the office now.”

“Amy! I thought it was Ev finally contacting me. Is there a problem?”

“I’ll explain it when you get here. Just come, OK?” My voice was trembling.

“I’m en route. I should arrive in about twenty minutes.”

I wasn’t the only anxious one. Sally’s voice shook as she asked, “How are you going to get that money?”

“There’s enough in the corporate and Ev’s personal accounts to cover it, I think. If not, I can make up the difference from my personal savings. How to convert it to cash without drawing any attention? I haven’t the slightest idea. But I’m going to wait for Gregory to get here before doing anything. I just don’t know how to handle this.”

Sally made another pot of coffee while I paced. The thought of sleep was long gone. Television shows about kidnappings don’t even come close to portraying the terror I was feeling. On TV, the parents (or whoever) always contacted the police and everything turned out okay in the end.
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