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    The witch knows nothing in this world is supernatural. 
 
    It is all natural. 
 
    ―Laurie Cabot   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    September 20th. 
 
    The day before Mabon. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Misty’s feet ached. Standing at the long black worktable in the kitchen, she tied and bound bunches of honeysuckle, milkweed, passionflower, and thistle, preparing each for hanging overhead to dry throughout the winter season. 
 
    Last year’s renovation to the large working kitchen of the LeJeune Victorian mansion, supplied her with much-needed cedar strapping across the ten-foot ceiling to aid in drying.  
 
    The second harvest had been plentiful.  
 
    Tomorrow she was hosting a celebration in gratitude to the goddesses to thank her for providing such bounty.  
 
    Misty straightened and braced her hands against her hips as she stretched out the kinks of stiffness. With only seven weeks left in her pregnancy, her back ached continuously from the weight of her unborn child.  
 
    “You should sit, dear,” said Claire. “You’ve been on your feet enough for today. Tie those last bundles sitting down.” 
 
    “I’m too fat, Mother. I can’t get close enough to the table to get any work done.” 
 
    Claire smiled. “Soon, you’ll be slim again, and the real work will begin. You know what they say, a mother’s work is never done.” 
 
    Misty nodded. “Then, it’s fortunate that this baby has a loving father to help out.” 
 
    “Yes, Luke is going to be a wonderful father.” 
 
    “I was a good father, wasn’t I, Claire?” Josiah asked from the corner. The ghost of Misty’s late father often frequented that part of the kitchen, when he materialized. He used to join them often but hadn’t done it as much lately. Misty worried that his absence might mean her father was fading into the beyond. 
 
    “You were always an excellent father, Josiah,” said Claire, “especially when Misty was small. You amused her for hours teaching her your spells. She could point a tiny finger and light a candle when she was two years old.” 
 
    “I wonder if this baby will have powers,” asked Misty. “I guess we won’t know until he is past the infant stage.” 
 
    “Of course, he’ll have powers,” said Josiah seeming to put more energy into making himself seen. He shimmered green and silver between the huge black six-burner stove and the curtainless window. “With both Mystere and Luke gifted by the goddess, the child will be a true force.” 
 
    Misty smiled. Her daddy had always been the most vocal section of her fan club—supporting her, believing in her. “Mabon is the time to honor the spirit world, Daddy. What can we do for you that you would find special and uplifting?” 
 
    “Get rid of George in the basement, child.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we honor him too?” 
 
    “You can honor him when he’s out of my house. He’s not pleasant to live with.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Claire. “I never hear a peep out of him.” 
 
    “He’s crass and demanding, my darling. Life would be easier for me if he was gone.” 
 
    “Life?” Claire raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You know what I mean. Okay then, my haunting would be easier without him.” 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    Luke appeared at the kitchen door and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of a paint-speckled hand. Misty’s love was tall and broad, with kind eyes and long, auburn hair. Each time she saw him, her heart fluttered with a sense of recognition and love she cherished. 
 
    He looked to her across the room and winked. “I’m on a break, ladies. Mind handing me a Miller’s from the fridge. My hands are sticky from the paint.” 
 
    “How’s the color look, Lukey?” Misty fetched him a beer and walked it over. As he tipped it back for the first, long swallow, she recaptured his hair and tucked it back into his purple bandana. 
 
    “It looks pale blue. That’s about all I can say about it.”  
 
    Angelique handed him a rag with cleaner on it, and he thanked her.  
 
    Claire finished with her last bundle and set it on the pile. “Once we hang a few things, the room will look adorable.”  
 
    “What are we hanging up, Mother?” asked Misty.  
 
    Had her mother gone shopping? Misty had become a bit of a recluse in the last two months. Baby-making was tiring work, and she found she’d been sending others out for groceries and necessities more often than not. 
 
    Her mother took her mug and strode over to the counter to top up her tea. “I thought shelves for toys and stuffed animals might dress up the room.” 
 
    Misty had no clue about baby décor. “Maybe seeing pictures in a magazine would help me with a few ideas. Maybe I’m not as ready as I thought I was.” 
 
    Luke wrapped an arm around her shoulders and kissed her head. “The baby won’t care how the room is decorated. At least not for a couple of years.” 
 
    Misty sat down and let out a breath. “I’ve got time then to think about it. Charlotte, Michele, and Diana will have ideas. No doubt, they have friends with young children.” 
 
    “You can ask them tomorrow,” said Claire. “They’ll be here for Mabon. They are quite excited about the celebration.”  
 
    Misty’s eyes welled up, and she dabbed at them with her black apron. “Tomorrow’s feast won’t be the same without Casey. I miss him I can’t get used to him being gone.” 
 
    Luke leaned down and hugged her. “He had to start school, sweetheart. It was time for him to go back to Austin and start college.” 
 
    “I understand, and I do want him to go to college, but I miss him terribly.” 
 
    Luke kissed her head and smiled. “We’ll have other special guests tomorrow. Sam is picking up Rowanne and Ben from the park and bringing them for the day.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “I’m so happy they agreed to come. I want to hear all about their adventures in the forest.” 
 
    Claire shivered. “Winter is coming, and they have no heat in that little shack in the woods. I wish they would at least come to town for the winter.” 
 
      
 
    Luke was headed back upstairs to finish painting the nursery. As he passed through the elaborate foyer at the front of the house, Hoodoo, Misty’s big Bernese Mountain dog barked and scratched at the door. 
 
    “Who’s out there, boy?” 
 
    Luke peeked through the curtain covering the sidelight and caught a glimpse of a moving truck at the end of the street. 
 
    “That old house must be sold. Needs a lot of work on the outside, shingles blow off with every gust of wind. I bet the inside is a mess too.”  
 
    Thinking he’d get a better view from the second-floor window, Luke ran upstairs and took another look from Misty’s room—he supposed it was his room too since he didn’t sleep in the guest room next door anymore—at the front of the house.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Somebody is moving in. Maybe they like the house falling apart the way it is.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. The houses on Saint Gillian Street were at least a hundred years old. Some older. They all needed work and a lot of maintenance. The plumbing was a nightmare. 
 
    This house is my problem. No others. 
 
    He went back to painting his son’s room. Pale blue, as per Misty’s heart’s desire. Her pendulum told her it was a boy, and that’s what they were going with. If it turned out to be a girl, he was hoping his daughter enjoyed pale blue because he wasn’t repainting the room. 
 
    Claire was right about the shelves. He’d go to Home Depot later and pick up three or four shelves and some brackets. Misty hadn’t gone out for weeks. She refused to go, and Luke worried she was sinking into a funk of some kind. 
 
    Luke rolled the second coat over the last wall, and every inch of the large, empty space was covered in pale blue. Claire was right. They needed shelves. They also needed pictures and furniture. He’d picked out the furniture himself last week because Misty wouldn’t go with him.  
 
    The store would deliver it today or tomorrow. 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    Maybe that’s the furniture. 
 
    Luke ran down the slippery mahogany staircase in his paint-spattered jeans and t-shirt. He opened the door, expecting to see a couple of delivery men. Instead, a twenty-something, dark-haired, heavy-set girl stood in front of him, smiling.  
 
    “May I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “I understand Madam LeJeune lives here. May I come in and have a word with her?” 
 
    Misty would kill me if I let a stranger in. “She’s not up to having company right now, I’m sorry. Perhaps another day.” 
 
     “I’m Marigold Rose, and I’m moving in down the street. Because we share similar professions, I am anxious to meet her. I am certain we will become the closest of friends.” 
 
    “Perhaps, in the future,” said Luke, still blocking the door. “But, for the next month or so, Madam LeJeune’s time and attention will be otherwise occupied.” 
 
    “May I ask what will keep her so busy?” 
 
    “You may ask, but it’s private,” said Luke. 
 
    Marigold’s smile tightened, but Luke didn’t care. It seemed there was always someone who wanted a piece of Misty. He could feel the self-serving energy rolling off this one. There were takers, and there were givers. Misty was a giver. This woman was a taker.  
 
    He would play the part of the gatekeeper if he had to. 
 
    “Very well, I’ll call again on her another day.” 
 
    Luke nodded, shut the door, and locked it. 
 
    Marigold Rose. Yeah, that sounds like a real name. 
 
     “Who was it, sweetheart?” called Misty. “Is the baby’s furniture here?” 
 
    Luke strolled into the kitchen before going back upstairs. “A woman moving in down the street, and she was intent on meeting you. Thinks she’s in line to be your new bestie.” 
 
    Misty made a face. “Me? Why?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “She said the two of you share similar professions.” He helped himself to another beer from the fridge. “Are you baking for tomorrow, Angelique?” 
 
    “Oui.” She tipped the big bowl of dough towards him to show him. “Homemade bread. It has to rise.” 
 
    “I love your homemade bread,” said Luke. “All right, no rest for the wicked. I’m going back to work.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest.  
 
    Rowanne’s red hair had grown long and thick, living in the woods for the past six months. She loved Ben with all her heart but had to admit, some days when they weren’t hunting for food or having sex, there wasn’t much to do.  
 
    She’d fixed up their hunting shack the best she could with a couple of sleeping bags and the camp stove her father had bought for them. They didn’t have much more: no electricity and no plumbing or running water. 
 
    On the freezing cold days of winter that would come in a few months, they could stay inside and cook their food on the tiny stove and not bother with the fire pit.  
 
    The cold didn’t bother Ben, but she felt it.  
 
    Misty had sent them warm clothes and a couple of blankets, but the September weather stayed warm and humid. No need to get ready for winter yet. 
 
    Every day without fail, Rowanne sat on the side of the cot with Nixa beside her and wrote details of what she and Ben did in the woods to survive. And in her grimoire, she wrote spells and tried them out. She didn’t have to practice magick or use her powers much in the forest because no one disturbed the two of them. Life was peaceful. 
 
    A deep growl outside the shack startled her, and Nixa bounded off the cot and made a beeline for the door. Rowanne thought it must be Ben back from hunting. Sometimes he ran back home still in his fox mode. 
 
    As she opened the door, the growling struck her as odd. Too late. Nixa charged through the opening, straight at a big, black bear. Rowanne screamed but didn’t catch her little hound dog in time. “No, Nixa. Get away from him.”  
 
    Nixa ran in circles, baying and snapping. Rowanne grabbed her besom from where it leaned beside the door. There was no way she’d let a bear hurt Nixa.  
 
    “Don’t be scared. I won’t hurt you.” She turned back, and the bear had shifted into a tall, dark-haired boy about seventeen or eighteen. He knelt and patted Nixa on the head. “My name is Rufus. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    Rowanne sagged against the frame of the door and pressed a hand against her chest. “I’m Rowanne.” 
 
    “Do you live here?” 
 
    All of a sudden, Rowanne didn’t feel as safe as she had a moment ago. “Yes, I live here. With my mate. He will be back any time now.” 
 
    “What’s his name? Maybe I know him. I know most everyone in the forest.” 
 
    Rowanne heard a couple of twigs snap, and Ben appeared from behind the little hunting shack. He was pulling his hoodie over his head, a low growl rumbling from deep in his throat. “Who are you?” 
 
    The bear boy stepped back. “Rufus.” 
 
    “What do you want here?” asked Ben. 
 
    “Nothing specific. I didn’t know anyone lived in this part of the forest. I scented the two of you and thought I would come and check it out.” 
 
    Rowanne swallowed. “All right, well, now your curiosity has been satisfied. This is our home. Ben and Rowanne.” Rufus seemed oblivious to her unease. Was she overreacting? Was he just a lonely bear who followed his nose to come see them? 
 
    Rufus turned and pointed. “I live in a large cave, many miles from here. I never saw anybody else in this forest before.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of acreage,” said Rowanne. “Likely your territory and Ben’s have never intersected. We have no interest in trespassing on your hunting grounds or anything.” 
 
    Ben stood beside Rowanne and sniffed her. He waved his arm. “Move back. You make Rowanne nervous.” 
 
    Rufus frowned. “Hey, I wasn’t sniffing around your mate, fox. I told her not to be afraid. I was hunting and exploring and came on you two accidentally. I’ll go.” 
 
    Ben nodded and stomped into the shack with his catch. 
 
    Rowanne and Nixa followed him inside, closed the door, and latched it shut. “I never saw a bear in the forest before—shifter or natural. Are there many of them in our woods?” 
 
    “A few,” said Ben. “They tend to den more to the north end of the park. Rufus is a shifter. I saw him looking at you.” 
 
    Rowanne couldn’t help but smile at the adorable pout on Ben’s face. “He can look all he wants. You’re the shifter I love, Ben. Not a big, dumb black bear boy.” 
 
    “He’ll come back when I’m not around,” said Ben. 
 
    “I’ll lock the door. Now that I know he might be out there, I’ll be more careful. Our shack is a secure. I’m safe here.” 
 
    “Forget about him.” Ben sat in the middle of the wooden floor and began plucking feathers from a dead Mallard. “Are we going to see Misty tomorrow?” 
 
    Rowanne nodded and fetched a container to put the feathers into. “Daddy is picking us up on the west side of the park at noon. How long will it take us to get there to meet him?” 
 
    “A couple of hours if we hurry,” said Ben. 
 
    She sat next to him and pressed her hand on his back. The tension of meeting Rufus was still there. “We’ll leave at ten, to make sure we’re on time.” 
 
    “Time doesn’t matter. Every day is the same.” 
 
    “Except tomorrow. If we’re late, my Daddy will be sitting there waiting for us. That would be rude.” 
 
    Ben plucked vigorously, obviously still upset. “What did you do all day when I wasn’t here?” 
 
    “Hunted for food and wood around the shack. And I ate meat leftover from yesterday.” 
 
    “Did you write words in your book?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. When you’re finished with the duck, I can read them to you. Or, we can forget the words and snuggle into our sleeping bags.” 
 
    Ben grinned. “That is my favorite thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Marigold shoved a couple of chairs out of her way as she angrily pushed into the kitchen. “Everyone sit down and listen. We have a lot of planning to do.” 
 
    The three black cats sat on their chairs and stared up at her, awaiting her words of wisdom. 
 
    “Madam LeJeune didn’t even come to the door to say hello to me, my ferocious felines. What should my next step be?”  
 
    The three black beauties all looked alike, but Marigold could tell them apart. Cassandra, Endor, and Morgan. 
 
    She opened the freezer, grabbed a couple of ice cubes, and tossed them into the one glass she’d unpacked. Then, she filled it to the brim with raspberry vodka. Marigold sank onto one of the kitchen chairs and stared across the table at the cats. “Well? Are you thinking?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Saturday, September 21st. 
 
    Mabon 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Misty hadn’t slept well. The baby was restless, kicking, and squirming and making her wonder if he was coming early. She had more than a month to go, and it wasn’t time yet. Nothing could happen to this baby after what Luke went through losing his first family. She had to be protective and careful. Caution was her byword. 
 
    Her restlessness woke Luke, and he spoke to her with love and caring in his voice. “Do you want me to get you something, sweetheart?” 
 
    “No, sugar. I might feel better if I get up and have a cup of tea. Angelique probably has a pot brewing by now.” 
 
    Luke turned his head and squinted at the clock. “It’s only six o’clock and barely light.” 
 
    “Stay in bed, Lukey. I’m fine.” 
 
    “No. I don’t like you going down the stairs by yourself. They’re too slippery. I want to carpet them. If you pick out a runner you like, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “All right, sweet man. Go back to sleep. We’ll take care of it once it’s time to be up.” Misty headed into the bathroom and vowed to buy the carpeting that very day. It was on his list, and if it was worrying Luke, it should’ve come before painting the baby’s room. 
 
    When she came back to the bedroom, Luke had opened his dresser, pulled out a clean pair of jeans, and was stomping his feet into the pantlegs.  
 
    She floated out of the ensuite wrapped in her electric blue robe, and he beamed at her. “You will be the most beautiful mother in N’Orlean.” 
 
    “You’re sweet, but why are you up?” 
 
    “I’ll just help you down the stairs.” Luke took her arm and walked on the left side and insisted she hang onto the railing on her right. 
 
    “I’ve gone up and down these stairs, since the day I could walk, Lukey. I have never fallen. Not even once.” 
 
    “Now is not the time for a first, Mist. I’ll buy the carpeting this morning, and install it when everybody leaves.” 
 
    Misty shuddered as they crossed through the foyer and turned the corner for the kitchen. “Is there someone outside?” 
 
    “Let me look.” Luke peered through the sidelight, and he couldn’t see much for the trees and bushes that fronted Misty’s property. Someone could be on the sidewalk, and he wouldn’t see them on the other side of the black iron fence. 
 
    “Maybe it was just a shiver. I feel weird this morning.” 
 
    Luke opened the door for a better look, and he saw her. Marigold Rose—if that was her real name—stood across the street staring at the house. 
 
    I’m not telling Misty. 
 
    “Anybody?” 
 
    “A lady is walking down the street. That’s all.” 
 
    Misty held out her hand. “Come have tea with me.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Rowanne packed her valuables—or, what she considered to be her valuables in the hunting shack—into her backpack. She’d left most of everything she cherished at her father’s home in Baton Rouge when she’d run away. It seemed like a lifetime ago. “Yes, you can come, Nixa. I’m not leaving you here alone overnight.” 
 
    Nixa wagged her long tail. 
 
    “How long will we be gone, Rowanne?” asked Ben. 
 
    “We’ll be back tomorrow. Are you worried about leaving your bow?” 
 
    Ben nodded. It was the only thing of value he owned. No monetary value. A bent piece of wood and the string holding it together. He’d made it himself, and it was Ben’s source of food, and food meant survival in the forest. 
 
    “Bring it with us to keep it safe.” Rowanne waited while Ben retrieved it from under the cot where he kept it. She locked the door and tucked the key into the little front pocket of her backpack.  
 
    As they started their long trek to the edge of the forest, she reached out and took Ben’s hand. “We’re going to have a great day. We’ll celebrate Mabon with my Daddy and Uncle Luke and my Great-Gran. There will be a feast, and we’ll have a ritual for the goddess. Madam Claire might even teach us a new spell if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “What will they give us to eat at the feast?” asked Ben as they trudged along to the west side of the park. 
 
    “Mabon celebrates the harvest, so lots of vegetables, but I’m sure Misty will think of you and make some delicious meat for you.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “Misty always thinks of me. She says I’m so very special.”  
 
    Rowanne watched him pick leaves out of his brown tangled curls as he walked and realized she should have brushed Ben’s hair before they left.  
 
    “Will Casey be there?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no. Just our family. No strangers. You can relax and eat and have fun.” 
 
    “I always have fun when I’m with you, Rowanne. You are my mate, and we’re meant to be together. The Fates sent you to me. The goddess wants me to care for you always.” 
 
      
 
    Rowanne, Nixa, and Ben cleared the last of the trees at the edge of the forest, and Sam Hyslop, Rowanne’s father, was there waiting for them. His car was parked on the side of the road close to the fence. 
 
    Sam hopped out when he saw them, waited until they climbed the fence and gave them both a hug. “I’m glad you guys remembered what day it was,” he said, “I hate not being able to get in touch with y’all or talk to y’all to see if you have problems or enough food.” 
 
    “We’re fine, Daddy. We love living in the forest. And we always have food to eat. Ben is a skilled hunter.” 
 
    Sam opened the passenger door for his daughter, and she shook her head. “Ben, you ride in the front with Daddy. You can see better. I’ll sit in the back with Nixa.” 
 
    “What does he want to see?” asked Sam. 
 
    “He hasn’t had many car rides, and he likes to see things.” 
 
    Sam started the car and drove down the dirt road heading for the highway. As soon as he hit the pavement, he began talking to Ben in a soft voice. “I think it would be wise for the two of you to come home to Baton Rouge before winter. Once the cold weather comes, I’m not sure y’all can manage out there with no heat and no electricity.” 
 
    Ben turned around in his seat and stared at Rowanne. He was afraid of Sam and feared he might take Rowanne away and make her live in the city. Ben had worried over the threat of her father many times. 
 
    “We’ll think about it, Daddy. Please, don’t upset Ben. I want us to have a fun day today.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to upset him, sweetheart. I’m trying to keep you both safe and make y’all see reason. The way y’all are living is not reasonable. If any of my colleagues at work found out about it, I’m not sure I could weather the storm.” 
 
    “It’s reasonable for Ben, Daddy. He’s a fox, and he lives in the forest as his natural habitat.” Rowanne saw her father wince when she said fox. Sam Hyslop was a non-believer. He didn’t believe Ben was a shifter, and he refused to believe Rowanne had magickal powers. 
 
    “A shack in the forest is not the place for you, Rowanne. You’re barely seventeen.” 
 
    “I’ve matured a lot, Daddy. You have to admit that.” 
 
    He looked at her by the reflection of his rear-view mirror and smiled. “Yes. I see a huge change in you, Rowanne, and in a way, it’s wonderful.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But, I can’t help but wish my little girl lived at home with me in Baton Rouge.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    The doorbell rang at ten to twelve, and Claire hurried into the foyer to let her three students in. Charlotte, Michele, and Diana were in their third semester in the LeJeune school for witches. The girls had come a long way in their education, and with practice and perseverance, their powers were becoming finely honed and obediently trained. 
 
    “Namaste, girls,” said Claire. “Lovely to see y’all, and a joyous Mabon.” 
 
    Diana, the youngest of the three, was eighteen, petite, with spiky black hair and gifted in the art of tea leaf readings. “Namaste, Madam Claire. We made special desserts.”  
 
    “Ooh, how exciting,” said Claire. “What did you make?” 
 
    Charlotte, tall and willowy, was in her early twenties, with chestnut hair, brown eyes, and dark-rimmed glasses. “I made a carrot cake this afternoon, from the bountiful carrot harvest in Gran’s vegetable garden.” 
 
    “And I made a pomegranate trifle,” said Michele. She brushed her blonde hair away from her neck while she checked her makeup in the hall mirror. “Pomegranates are special to the Second Harvest Festival.”  
 
    “Take your dishes into the kitchen, girls, then join me in the dining room for a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Are Rowanne and Ben here yet?” asked Diana. 
 
    “We expect them any time. I believe Misty and Angelique have our feast almost ready to serve.” 
 
    Michele squealed as she entered the dining room, her eyes wide as she took in the hours of preparation Misty had fussed over. “This room couldn’t look more gorgeous. Who made the decorations?” 
 
    “Misty made the harvest wreaths herself. Aren’t they lovely?” Claire floated over to the sideboard and poured glasses of wine for each of the girls. 
 
      
 
    Hoodoo ran to the back door barking and bouncing, announcing the rival of Ben, Rowanne, Nixa, and Sam. And though the big furry dog loved all visitors, Nixa topped his list. The moment the little hound ran inside, the two of them were off and running through the house. 
 
    “They’re here,” squealed Diana. She set her wine glass down on the buffet and sprinted the length of the hallway to wrap Rowanne in a hug. 
 
    Rowanne’s face was slightly flushed as she received hugs from everyone. 
 
    Luke corralled the two dogs and released them into the backyard to get them out of the hallway and lessen the chaos and the noise. 
 
     Ben took a couple of steps back from the crowd, greeting him, and Luke recognized his plight. 
 
    “Come on, Ben. Come have an appetizer with me.” Luke steered Ben into the dining room and pointed to the shrimp and the crawfish. 
 
    Ben’s eyes widened at the big glass bowls heaped with each variety of crustacean. He followed Luke’s lead, picking up a small plate and stacking it with food. 
 
    “Anything new in the forest?” asked Luke.  
 
    Subjects of conversation with Ben were sorely limited to hunting, the weather, the color of the leaves, etc. 
 
    “A bear shifter came down from the north end of the forest and scared Rowanne,” said Ben between bites. “He was big and black and growly before he shifted. We never saw him before. He said he lives in a big cave.” 
 
    “Was he friendly?” 
 
    “I didn’t like him. I told him to stay away from Rowanne because she belongs to me.” 
 
    Luke nodded, thinking that might not have been the right approach with an animal five times Ben’s size, but he didn’t comment. Ben’s sensitivity floated too near the surface to dish out thoughtless comments. 
 
    “And did the bear leave willingly?” 
 
    Ben nodded. “He said he trespassed accidentally and became curious when he scented us. It’s a big forest.” 
 
    “That’s true. Y’all live on thousands of acres of trees.” 
 
    “If he does come back, I need to be ready in case he tries to take Rowanne. She’s my mate. The goddess wants me to care for her.” 
 
    Luke didn’t want Ben fighting with a bear, and Rowanne caught in the middle of it. He couldn’t think of anything more dangerous. “Uh-huh. I’m sure you two will come up with a plan. Let me know if I can help.” 
 
      
 
    Angelique cut thick slabs of homemade bread fresh from the oven, loaded them into a bread basket, and set the basket on the dining room table. “Dinner is ready,” she said. 
 
    Luke pulled out a chair for his grandmother and made her comfortable. “I want you to eat lots, Gran. You need to put on a little weight.” 
 
    “I will, dear. The food smells heavenly.” 
 
    He patted her frail shoulder and kissed her head. “I’ve been inhaling the jambalaya since the moment I got out of bed. I could eat the whole pot myself.” 
 
    Sam entered the dining room, kissed his grandmother on the cheek, and sat down next to her. “You’re looking much healthier than the last time I saw you, Gran.” 
 
    “So are you, dear. I hope you’re avoiding stress as much as you can.” 
 
    Sam shook out his napkin and set it on his lap. “I’m only working half days until October, and I’m following the doctor’s orders to the letter.” 
 
    “Everyone, please sit,” said Misty, ushering the rest of her guests. She took her place on Luke’s other side and rested her hand on his. “Let us all thank the gods of the harvest before we eat. Mabon was a bowhunter, and today the gods have sent us Ben from the forest to represent the god, Mabon.” 
 
    Ben smiled, and Misty reached across the table and touched his hand. “During the equinox, when the days and nights are of equal length, we celebrate and give thanks. We welcome the autumn season. The waning of the light as it gives way to the bleakness of the winter season is depressing, and after dinner, we’ll cast a spell to give us perfect balance until the light returns.” 
 
    Sam cast a skeptical look across the table at Ben but didn’t utter a single word. He picked up his fork when Misty stopped talking and began eating. 
 
    Misty passed a platter of barbequed steak to Ben, and his amber eyes lit up. “For you, my special friend. Blessed be.” 
 
      
 
    The table was cleared and polished before Angelique placed a black satin altar cloth in the center. She lit three candles. Brown, gold, and orange, represented the colors of the season. Then she returned to the kitchen to fetch tea and coffee for everyone before Misty cast her balancing spell. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the moon 
 
    Goddess of the sun 
 
    Give our lives perfect balance 
 
    Give our thanks to Mabon 
 
    Blessed Be 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Marigold opened the new book she’d bought at the New Age store to the page on the autumn equinox. She read all the words and mumbled to herself, “I can do this.” 
 
    She repeated the spell in the book three times, and nothing happened. The cats stared, and Marigold thought she detected traces of ridicule on their furry faces. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me. Y’all will be sorry.” 
 
    They jumped down off their chairs in unison and ran off. 
 
    “Come back. I won’t yell at y’all. I need to get close to Madam LeJeune and learn her magic tricks. I want to be a witch, and she can teach me.” 
 
    I’ll make her like me. 
 
    She headed out the front door of her money pit Victorian and proudly walked up the street towards number nine. Lights were on in almost all the windows, and Marigold thought it might be a good time to pay her neighbor a call. 
 
      
 
    Angelique heard the squeak of the iron gate when the chunky girl from number seventeen pushed it open. Luke warned her about this one. She wanted to take from Madam. There had been many such people in the time she’d spent assisting the LeJeunes. Now, with the baby coming, Madam needed peace, not people trying to get her attention for their own interest.  
 
    She ran into the kitchen and pulled one of her green satin dolls out of the drawer. She quietly recited a spell while she held the doll in her right hand and a pin in her left.  
 
      
 
    Woman keep away 
 
    Woman do not stay 
 
    Take your evil harm 
 
    With a pain in your arm 
 
    Retreat to your house 
 
    Like a rat or a mouse 
 
    Once you get inside 
 
    The pain will subside 
 
      
 
    Angelique plunged the pin into the arm of the doll and smiled as she heard the woman scream at the front gate. 
 
    Misty entered the front hall. “Did I hear someone cry out?” 
 
    “No, Madam. But I did hear the gate squeak. Perhaps Mr. Luke could oil it tomorrow.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “Good idea. I’ll be sure to ask him.” 
 
      
 
    Clutching her arm, Marigold ran down the street and through the front door. Morgan, Endor, and Cassandra scattered as she entered the front hall screaming.  
 
    “My arm. My arm. I need to put something on it.” 
 
    Marigold ran upstairs to the bathroom and dumped one of the unpacked boxes upside down. She knocked tins and bottles out of her way until she found the salve she was searching for. She opened the lid and scooped a generous fingerful out of the tin and wiped it across the spot on her arm. 
 
    The stinging stopped, and she sagged in relief. 
 
    Marigold let out a breath thinking the worst was over. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge.  
 
    Sam took Rowanne and Ben, and grudgingly, Nixa, home to Baton Rouge after dinner. He’d never allowed Rowanne to have a pet after her mother died, and here he was letting a scruffy hound dog ride in his perfectly maintained Cadillac. 
 
    From his house, it was closer to drive them back to the forest in the morning, and he wanted to have some private time with Rowanne before they returned to the woods. He wouldn’t see them again for several months, and he needed her to come to her senses. 
 
    After a round of hot chocolate before bed, Sam put his first request forward to test the waters of Rowanne’s reasonability. “I would appreciate it if you two slept in separate rooms while y’all are staying in this house.” 
 
    Rowanne smiled while Ben looked panic-stricken. “Sure, Daddy. It doesn’t matter where we sleep.” 
 
    When her father was busy cleaning up, Rowanne found an opportunity to reassure Ben. “Don’t worry, sweetie. As soon as my Dad is asleep, I’ll come into your room. Okay?” 
 
    Ben nodded and seemed placated as they headed upstairs to retire for the night. His fear of Sam rendered him virtually silent in Sam’s presence. 
 
    Rowanne undressed, brushed her teeth, and climbed into bed. It had been a good day, but long and tiring. Her head barely hit the pillow before Sam came in wearing his stern father look. 
 
    Nuts. What’s he going to say to me? 
 
    Sam stepped over Nixa, who was stretched out on the mat next to the bed, sat down beside his daughter, and didn’t waste his breath on preamble. “I want you to move home, Rowanne. I want to take Ben back to the woods in the morning and leave him there.” 
 
    “By himself?” Rowanne sat up, and her eyes stung. She didn’t want to cry but couldn’t believe her father could be so cruel? “Why would you want that? He’d be lonely and so hurt. He’s such a good person, but you refuse to see it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make you cry. I want what’s best for you because you’re my daughter. You should be finishing high school and readying for college. That’s what other girls your age are doing. They are not rolling around in a drafty shack in the woods doing who knows what with a homeless boy.” 
 
    “I love Ben, Daddy, and I want to be with him.” 
 
    “I realize you think you love Ben, and he’s nice enough… in a wild, untamed way. But you have to admit, he isn’t the brightest kid for his age, and he’ll never be able to support you through life. You can’t spend the rest of your life sitting at a campfire gnawing on a duck leg, Rowanne. It’s insane.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly natural for Ben, and I’m happy to fit in with his lifestyle.” 
 
    “Ben doesn’t have a lifestyle, and if he did, you are not old enough to choose it. You are a minor. Legally, I can take you from Ben and bring you home if I chose to do so. I’m hoping you’ll make the right decision on your own, and it won’t come down to a confrontation, but if it does, you will be returning home with me.”  
 
    Rowanne couldn’t breathe when she thought of leaving Ben. He’d saved her life, rescued her from kidnappers, loved her with everything he had. Despite her father underestimating that, she did love Ben. “I’ll think about moving home and finishing school, Daddy. Honest I will. We can talk more about it when I see you as Samhain.” 
 
    Sam leaned down and hugged her. “Thank you. I want my little girl to come home and have a chance at a normal life. That’s all I want.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Sunday, September 22nd. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest.  
 
    Rowanne didn’t have much to say to her father at breakfast before they left Baton Rouge, or on the drive back to the forest. Sam said his piece and created a terrible tension between the two of them. Ben felt it too. He knew something was wrong between her and her father, but he was wise enough not to talk about it until they were alone. 
 
    Sam parked the car at the side of the road, and Rowanne and Ben hopped out with Nixa bounding and barking up ahead. Their backpacks were stuffed with food from the harvest feast, enough to last them for several days. 
 
    Rowanne hugged her father. “Bye, Daddy. I’ll think about what you said, and we’ll come home on Samhain. I want to stay in N’Orlean at Misty’s when Uncle Luke’s baby is born.” 
 
    “All right. If I don’t hear from you before that, I’ll pick you up on Hallowe’en morning.” 
 
    They climbed the fence and waved as Sam pulled away and disappeared down the road. 
 
    “Your father doesn’t like me,” said Ben. “He wants you to come home and leave me here by myself.” 
 
    “Did you hear him say that?” asked Rowanne, hoping Ben hadn’t heard her father. 
 
    “No, but I know it’s true.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It is true,” said Rowanne. She took his hand and pulled him close. “But I said I was staying with you because I love you.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “Is that why he’s mad at you too?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    With Nixa running ahead showing them the way, Ben and Rowanne trudged into the forest for the next two hours. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke started the carpeting of the stairs right after breakfast. Being Sunday, there were no classes, and the girls didn’t have to go up for a couple of hours. They were sequestered in the kitchen, working on orders that needed to be shipped the following day, and Luke was left to work in solitude. 
 
    Starting at the top, he had the first three stairs done and was admiring his handiwork when his cell rang. 
 
    “Don’t bother me now. I’m in the middle of something.” Was what he wanted to say. Instead, he grabbed the cell off his belt. “Hello?” 
 
    “Luke, I’m worried,” Sam said on the other end of the line. “ I just got home from dropping the kids off, and I’m scared stiff something is going to happen to Rowanne way out there.” 
 
    “Don’t get worked up. It’s not good for your heart.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “We? Rowanne and Ben are living the life they want to live. There’s not much we can do. How long do you think she’d stay at your place if you forced her to come back when she wasn’t ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, not long.” 
 
    “Once the weather turns colder, you might get her back.” 
 
    “Should I pray for an ice storm?” 
 
    “I’m not saying that,” said Luke. “They’re both kids, and the flame might dim or flicker out for one of them or maybe both. Let it run its course.” 
 
    “They’re coming to your place for Hallowe’en. Rowanne wants to be there for the birth of your baby.” 
 
    “That’s good news. I wasn’t sure of her interest.” 
 
    “I’m to pick them up on the morning of the thirty-first.” 
 
    “Something to look forward to.” Luke smiled as he put his cell away and went back to work. Rowanne had matured in many ways and was becoming a thoughtful young woman.  
 
    He’d never wish the trauma she suffered on anyone, but her ordeal in the spring taught her a lot of hard life lessons. He looked forward to seeing how she grew. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    After retracing their steps for a couple of hours and following their path of yesterday, Rowanne and Ben reached their little love-nest hunting shack. The moment they broke into the clearing, Rowanne knew something wasn’t right. She grabbed Ben’s arm and pulled him to a stop. “Look, he’s there.”  
 
    There was a big black ball of fur circling the shack. Rufus eyed them, approaching with a threatening growl. From where he positioned himself, he blocked their path to the door. 
 
    Ben’s eyes flashed with adrenaline, and he ran towards the bear. He pulled his hoodie over his head and launched into the air as he ran. His fox was much smaller than the boy, and as his clothes fell to the forest floor, Ben raced toward the bear’s bulky frame. He zoomed in, nipped at the bear’s face and paws, then pulled back before Rufus could retaliate. 
 
    Ben was quick. He kept this up for several minutes, trying to chase the lumbering beast away. The bear showed no signs of leaving.  
 
    Rowanne watched in horror, thinking at any moment, the bear would swipe at Ben with huge, sharp claws and kill him right in front of her eyes. “Stop this, Rufus. Go home and leave us alone.” 
 
    The two combatants in animal mode ignored her. They were focused on the battle before them. 
 
    Rufus let out a growl so loud, Rowanne felt the vibration rumble in her chest from across the clearing. He bared his teeth, raised a huge paw, and swiped Ben right off his feet.  
 
    Ben sailed across the clearing and crashed against a tree on the other side of the shack. Leaves shook loose and pelted towards the forest floor like green rain. 
 
    Rowanne screamed and ran to Ben. She knelt beside him and tried to stanch the flow of blood rushing from the deep gouges in his side. Rufus’s claws had torn through Ben’s beautiful red coat of fur and done horrible damage. 
 
    Rufus came up behind her as a man. He scooped her up in arms banded with muscle, and she couldn’t get away from him. She struggled against his hold and screamed until she was hoarse, but it was no use.  
 
    Overpowered, Rufus carried her off to his cave. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke was halfway down the stairs securing the runner when Misty lumbered into the foyer and looked up at him. “Can you take a break?” 
 
    He glanced down at her and didn’t like what he saw. Her face was paper white, and her green eyes didn’t seem to be focusing. “Sure. What is it? Do you feel ill?” 
 
    “I need to rest, Lukey. Can you get me up to the top, past that fat roll of carpeting?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sure, I can. Let me clear a path, and I’ll come down and get you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Beb.” 
 
    It took some doing, but Luke managed to get Misty up the stairs and onto the bed in their room. He tucked a blanket around her and pulled the drapes. “Have a long nap, and you’ll feel better when you get up.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I might even have the stairs done by then.” 
 
    “I want to help you put up the shelves in Alatar’s room.” 
 
    Luke chuckled. They hadn’t come up with a proper name yet for their boy, and Misty tried a new one out on him every couple of days. “Alatar?” 
 
    “One of Tolkien’s blue wizards. Very powerful.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll wait for you for the shelves, sweetheart. Sleep now. Maybe you’ll dream up a better name than Alatar.” 
 
    Misty giggled and closed her eyes. “Alright, I’m on it.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Marigold started the day unpacking and trying to straighten up the house before her sister arrived from Florida. They bought the house together because they wanted to be witches and figured the best way to do it would be to live among them.  
 
    They’d considered Salem in Massachusetts, but after a couple of visits decided they’d rather live somewhere warmer. Moving from Florida, they wanted a similar climate. At least Fern did. She was the heavy thinker in the family. 
 
    As she unpacked and put things away, Marigold worried that Fern would be furious with her when she arrived. After all, Marigold only had one task, and that was to make friends with Madam LeJeune, the most powerful witch in New Orleans.  
 
    Fern wanted to start out being friends so she and her sister would be welcome at Nine Saint Gillian Street, and free to borrow any spells or recipes for potions. The LeJeune Book of Shadows was legendary. With a personal connection, they would be powerful witches in no time. 
 
    Marigold rubbed her arm where it had hurt yesterday and wondered what kind of spell Misty cast on her to make it hurt so badly. “Ferny is going to be so mad at me.”  
 
    Marigold looked up to her sister. Fern was ten years older, tall, thin, and crafty—everything she wasn’t. Despite their differences, they definitely looked like sisters, especially since they had both died their long hair black to appear more witch-like for the move to New Orleans. 
 
    Fern used every penny she squeezed out of her ex-husband for the down payment on the house, and they didn’t have a nickel left to make the needed repairs the real estate agent had pointed out to them.  
 
    They’d both have to get jobs to make the payments on the house and then be witches in the evenings and on the weekends. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Ben lay against the tree until he was able to open his eyes. He didn’t have any idea how long he’d been knocked out or passed out, or whatever. He sat up, leaned on the tree, and took stock. His head hurt. All he could see out of his left eye were wavy squiggles. There was a lot of blood on his face and his arms from Rufus’s deep claw marks. And his side felt like it was torn wide open. 
 
    Nixa whined, and Ben looked to see where the dog was. The little hound lay beside Rowanne’s backpack, where she’d dropped it in front of the shack. 
 
    The forest surrounded him with an eerie silence and told him no secrets. His keen hearing picked up no sound except Nixa crying for Rowanne. A sense of dread washed over Ben as his brain began to function.  
 
    Why isn’t Rowanne beside me? 
 
    Slowly and painfully, Ben got to his feet. His legs hurt as much as the rest of his body. The bear had given him a good trouncing, and it would take time to get over it. 
 
    He got the key for the door from the little front pocket of Rowanne’s backpack and opened it. Rowanne wasn’t inside.  
 
    Rufus took her. 
 
    His heart heavy with dread, Ben addressed his base needs. He wrapped his ribs, got dressed, retrieved his bow from where their stuff lay strewn on the ground outside, and picked up a handful of arrows from under the cot. 
 
    When he put Rowanne’s backpack into the cabin, he took one of the containers of food out and limped off with Nixa to search for his mate. 
 
      
 
    Big enough for a large black bear or a couple of them, Rufus’s cave was huge. It was also dark and damp. Rowanne shivered as she knelt on the cold dirt floor next to the little fire Rufus made. She wasn’t warming up. Her eyes flashed to the opening, and her brain told her to run. “I won’t stay with you, Rufus.” 
 
    “Yes, you will. Your fox didn’t beat me in our fight. I won you. I’ll kill him if he comes to get you. You’re mine now.” 
 
    Picturing Ben covered in blood and thinking of Rufus hurting him more than he had already had, made Rowanne cry. 
 
    Rufus growled. “Stop that crying.” 
 
    Rowanne couldn’t stop and didn’t try.  
 
    Rufus raised his arm but seemed to think better of hitting her at the last second. Instead, he thrust a leaf-wrapped package into her hand. “Get used to being here. Eat these berries. This is the only food I have until I go hunting.”  
 
    She unwrapped the berries from the leaves that protected them and ate them one by one while Rufus watched her with his beady black bear eyes. 
 
      
 
    Ben followed the bear’s scent and searched for the cave all over the forest. Venturing into parts of the woods he’d never been to before, he passed two waterfalls, skirted the shadows cast by rocky cliffs, and jogged through clearings filled with long-stemmed wildflowers dying from the end of their season. 
 
    When he had to, he sat to rest and breathe.  
 
    The air still clung to the last heat of summer’s warmth. Still, he could smell rain building. 
 
    He’d searched for Rufus’s tracks and followed the indents the bear’s massive paws compressed the soil. He followed those tracks a long way until they ended where he plodded into a creek. Everything in this area smelled of Rufus, which meant he couldn’t track him that way. There was no sign or scent of Rowanne. So, how would he find her? 
 
    Ben sat on a log, concentrated harder than he ever had. 
 
    In the end, he sent a plea to Misty. She was his only hope. Maybe she could send the wind to protect Rowanne like before when the bad men were after her. Maybe she could find the cave with her witch powers and tell him where to look. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    “No. Let her go!” 
 
    From his perch near the bottom of the steps, Luke heard Misty cry out. He bounded upstairs and ran into their room. Misty was sitting bolt upright in the center of the bed, looking terrified. “What is it, sweetheart? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Ben can’t find Rowanne. He says a bear boy took her.” 
 
    “A bear boy?” Luke’s mind stumbled on that before he remembered. “Right. When they were here, Ben said there was a bear shifter in the forest. He visited them, and it freaked Rowanne out.” 
 
    Misty sat up and made a face like she saw something terrible. “Ben is hurt. He’s covered in his own blood.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus.” Luke checked his watch. “It’s too late today. By the time I drive up to the forest and walk for two hours to get to the camp, it will be dark. We’ll have to make a plan and start at daylight.” 
 
    “Should you call Sam?” Misty was on her feet, heading for the bathroom. 
 
    “I agree, I should, but he’s such a non-believer. Will he take my word that a bear shifter kidnapped his daughter?” 
 
    “Whether he believes it or not, you can’t go alone. You’ll need help to search.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Oh, no. You aren’t thinking that you’re coming with me, are you?” 
 
    Misty smiled and rubbed the round of her belly. “I can’t, and I’m smart enough to realize it, but the girls could help you.” 
 
    Luke thought about that for all of two seconds before discounting it as a nightmare in the making. “I don’t think the woods are a good place for three city girls. What if something happened to them?” 
 
    “Well, who else could help? The police?” Misty splashed water on her face, and he handed her a towel. 
 
    “The police won’t help me on the basis of a dream. That’s not the way they are wired.” 
 
    Misty led them back out to the bedroom and eased herself down to sit on the edge of the mattress. “Lieutenant White seems receptive to my visions. He might gather some helpers.”  
 
    “I’ll go,” said a voice from the corner of the room. 
 
    “Daddy, you startled me.” 
 
    “Sorry, my darling. I heard you cry out and was worried. I could help Luke. I might be able to locate the cave from an aerial perspective and zero in on the bruin bully.” 
 
    “Would you, Daddy? That would be so helpful.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Thank you, Josiah. I’ll call Sam and pull together some camping gear. I’m not sleeping on the hard ground again.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “Why don’t you rent a couple of dirt bikes or four-wheelers or something. That might make things a lot easier.” 
 
    Luke blinked and shook his head. “Why the hell haven’t I ever thought of that before? That would make things soooo much easier. You’re brilliant, Mist. The forest is too dense for four wheels, but a small dirt bike would be perfect.” 
 
    Misty winked. “You do what you have to do to get organized, Beb. Meanwhile, I’ll send Rowanne protection.” 
 
      
 
    Misty turned the corner at the bottom of the stairs and saw a shifting shadow cross the glass at the side of the front door. She shivered and was about to answer the bell that hadn’t rung yet when Luke held up a hand.  
 
    “Go into the kitchen, sweetheart. I’ll see who it is.” Luke waited until he heard Misty start speaking to Claire and Angelique before he opened the door. Two women, one tall and slim, the other short and heavy, stood shifting on the porch. 
 
    The tall one spoke. “Hello. We moved in down the street and are saying hello to our new neighbors.” She pointed at the other girl. “This is my sister Marigold, and I’m Fern.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “You were here once before, Marigold, and asked for my wife by name. That tells me you came here for a purpose, not simply to introduce yourself.” 
 
    The tall one, Fern, smiled. “I admit, we knew Madam LeJeune lived here when we bought the house. We would very much like to meet her in person.” 
 
    “Today is not a good day,” said Luke. 
 
    “Who is it, dear?” Claire closed the distance behind Luke and peered over his shoulder. 
 
    “The ladies who moved in down the street.” 
 
    Claire eyed them up and down. “Aw, yes. Welcome to our fair neighborhood, ladies.” 
 
    Fern brightened, standing tall. “Would it be possible for us to step in for a moment and meet Madam LeJeune?” 
 
    Claire smiled. “You are meeting Madam LeJeune, senior. I am Mystere’s mother, and no, it’s not possible to meet her today. She’s not feeling well, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that. We’ll come back another day.” 
 
    “Yes, you do that.” 
 
    Luke closed the door as they retreated down the stairs and turned the lock. “That’s the second time the short one has been here. Marigold. The other one is Fern.” 
 
    Claire raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “Sadly, I have no time to worry about the neighbors. I’d better call my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Angelique cleared the work table in the kitchen in preparation for the protection spell Misty was sending to Rowanne. She scrubbed the surface of the table clean, dried it, and placed an altar cloth in the center.  
 
    To charge the candles with her own energy, Misty rubbed the three yellow candles with grapeseed oil before Angelique lit them. Once they glowed brightly in the center of the table, Misty raised her arms and chanted the spell. 
 
      
 
    God of the forest, Man of Green 
 
    Guard my loved one in time of need 
 
    In a hostile cave so dark and bare 
 
    Ignite a spark of hope and care 
 
    With danger close hold back the bear 
 
    And give her strength till help is there 
 
    God of the forest, Man of Green 
 
    Do my will, So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Misty voiced the spell three times, with each repetition louder than the one before. By the third, she shouted to the heavens. Sparks flew from the ends of her fingers, and a couple of the dried bouquets on the ceiling caught on fire. 
 
    Claire squealed as Angelique climbed on a chair to smother the flames with a tea towel.   
 
      
 
    Luke watched from the doorway as Misty cast the protection spell for Rowanne. When she finished, he shut himself in the sitting room at the back of the house and called his brother. He didn’t want to do it, but it had to be done. 
 
    “Hi, Luke, are you watching the game?” 
 
    “Not yet. Umm… Sam, I have to tell you something.” 
 
    “Not more bad news, is it? I don’t think I could take it.” 
 
    Luke heard a woman’s voice in the background. “Is there somebody there with you? Am I interrupting?” 
 
    “I’m seeing someone, yes. A woman I met in the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, nice.” 
 
    “What did you want to tell me? Can it wait?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no. Misty had a disturbing dream this afternoon. She saw Ben hurt, and Rowanne taken from the little cabin by a bear shifter.” 
 
    “A bear shifter? A dream?” asked Sam. 
 
    “Misty’s dreams are usually visions, Sam. They are very accurate. Rowanne and Ben could be in real trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be right there,” Sam said away from the phone. “Look, Luke, I know you buy into all Gran’s Wiccan mumbo-jumbo, but think about it. How could a bear turn into a boy and take Rowanne? I’m not happy that she lives out in the woods playing house with a homeless boy, but Ben seems to care for her. I’m sure they’re fine.” 
 
    Luke drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Even at his most ferocious, Ben is a fox and would be no match for a black bear with an agenda.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Do you hear yourself, Lukey? You actually sound like you believe Ben can turn into a fox.” 
 
    Luke bit back all the things he wanted to say to his brother. Now wasn’t the time and over the phone wasn’t the way. “I’m heading out in the morning to check on them. Come. Stay. I honestly don’t give a shit. I thought you should know.” 
 
    “Let me sleep on it. I’m entertaining company right now.” 
 
    Furious with his brother, Luke ended the call and vowed to go without him in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Rowanne sat in the dank dark, waiting for Rufus to fall asleep on his bed of leaves on the other side of the cave. Suddenly, the air around her vibrated with energy, and a jolt of excitement ran through her.  
 
    Is Misty doing something? 
 
    Rowanne’s eyes were wide in the pitch black as she waited for a sign. She stared at the fire, and to her amazement, sparks shot up out of the dying embers and bounced off the ceiling. 
 
    “Yep, that’s Misty,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    The bright sparks from the explosion in the fire gave her enough light to see her way to the mouth of the cave. Once she stepped outside into the night, she had no clue where she was going or which way the cabin was from there.  
 
    She picked a direction and ran. 
 
    She ran through the trees, leaves crackling and twigs snapping under her feet. In the pitch dark, Rowanne ran full-tilt into the trunk of a huge oak and almost knocked herself out. While she sat on a log trying to clear her head, Rufus strolled out and sat next to her. 
 
    “Why did you run? I told you, you’re mine now. Don’t you listen?” 
 
    “Get away from me,” she screamed, but there was nobody for miles to hear her call for help. I wish I had my wand. She reached into the leaves at her feet and felt for a stick she could use as a substitute. 
 
    Rufus picked her up as if she weighed no more than a feather and tossed her over his shoulder.  
 
    Rowanne pointed the stick at Rufus’ head and whispered her spell as he trudged along in the dark. 
 
      
 
    God of the forest 
 
    Hear my plea 
 
    Get this bear  
 
    Away from me 
 
    Vile and evil bruin 
 
    Let me go or meet your ruin 
 
      
 
    Rufus tripped in the dark, and as he fell, he released his hold on Rowanne. She hit the forest floor with a wallop but wasted no time getting to her feet. Ignoring the new pain in her right knee, Rowanne took off running as fast as she could go in the opposite direction of the cave.  
 
    I don’t care where I’m going. I have to hide. 
 
    Rowanne didn’t look back to see if Rufus was after her. There was no point. It was too dark to see more than a few feet behind her. All she could do was hope the big brute wouldn’t be able to find her. She ran until she couldn’t run another step. 
 
    Hiding places weren’t plentiful, but trees were.  
 
    She picked a big sturdy one, stood on a log, and struggled up to the first broad branch. Once she found a rhythm, she climbed higher and higher until she felt safe from Rufus. 
 
    Pressing her back against the trunk, she propped herself precariously in the Y of two broad branches. With one arm wrapped around the next branch above, she leaned back and closed her eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Monday, September 23rd. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Daylight filtered through the leaves of the trees and made a dappled pattern on her jeans. Rowanne woke up hanging on tightly to her safety branch, her butt sore, her muscles stiff, and she had to pee. She also had to find her way back to her little cabin and back to Ben. 
 
    She climbed down the tree, confident she could find her way to the shack in daylight. As soon as her feet landed on solid ground, Rufus grabbed her. 
 
    “Time to go home. You kept us out all night.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Still fuming over Sam’s refusal to believe his daughter was in danger, Luke packed everything he thought he might need to survive in the forest if one day turned into longer. Then, he hooked up the trailer he rented to the back of Misty’s Ford Explorer. He was picking up the dirt bikes at nine sharp. 
 
    “Do you have your gun?” Misty stood at the back fence holding a plastic container full of snacks.  
 
    He nodded and patted his jacket by his arm. “I have my side-arm, though a handgun is no good against a bear. If it comes to that, I also have a rifle.” 
 
    “Do you think the bear could be a shifter?” asked Misty. “I think he must be if he wants Rowanne.” 
 
    Luke held Misty in his arms for a few moments, then kissed her. “Don’t do anything strenuous while I’m gone. I can’t concentrate on finding Rowanne if I’m worried about you and the baby.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” said Misty. “I promise to take extra special care of us both. You’ll be back in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Is your father in the truck?” 
 
    “You in the truck, Daddy?” asked Misty. 
 
    “Ready to travel, child. I didn’t have to pack anything.”  
 
    “Be careful, Lukey.” 
 
    “I will be careful.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Ben woke at dawn with Nixa scratching at the sealed container he’d brought last night. Misty had packed him all his favorite foods to bring with him. He just hadn’t expected he’d be eating them out in the middle of the forest without Rowanne. “You hungry, Nixa? So am I. Let’s have a little something and then get going. Today we have to find our girl.” 
 
    Ben removed the lid from the container and grabbed some of the meat. He gnawed on some and shared some with Nixa. When they’d had enough, he sealed it back up, slung his bow over his shoulder, grabbed his quiver, and resumed the search. He’d searched for miles yesterday and come up empty. 
 
    Today he’d find his little red-haired girl. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Marigold leaped from bed as soon as she woke, ran to the kitchen, and made coffee for Fern. She’d work her butt off on the unpacking today to try to get back into her sister’s good graces.  
 
    Madam LeJeune wasn’t cooperating with their plan, and without her, they’d never be powerful enough to conjure up handsome husbands and millions of dollars.  
 
    Maybe we should take her a gift? 
 
    Marigold turned to the three cats standing in a line in front of their empty dishes. “We’ll take her a gift, and then she’ll have to invite us in and be our friend.” 
 
    Endor answered with a loud meow, and it was settled. 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Sam Hyslop woke next to a beautiful woman. Her honey-colored hair spread across the pillow like a silky fan. It was a sight so unfamiliar to him, it took his breath away.  
 
    After losing his wife three years earlier, his life had been lonely, stressful, and filled with a series of disasters and unfortunate events.  
 
    Rowanne became an unruly teen obsessed with being a witch like her great-gran. She concentrated on developing her powers. She acted out. She made enemies at school. And ultimately, she was expelled for inappropriate behavior. 
 
    Inappropriate? She shouted spells at the other students and put hexes and curses on them. It had been a nightmare for Sam. His blood pressure rose to an unhealthy level, he let his health get away from him, and his heart gave out. 
 
    Sam could feel the pressure building again.  
 
    Rowanne was living in the forest with a boy who thought he was a fox, and his brother, Luke, was telling him she’d been kidnapped by a boy who could change into a bear.  
 
    Where would it end? 
 
    Sam looked down at the woman sleeping next to him and tried to put his brother’s story into perspective. Was Rowanne in danger, or was this another of Misty LeJeune’s far-fetched witch tales? 
 
    The woman had a reputation in New Orleans, and his brother was in love with her. Sam had been to her home several times and had never seen her do any of her magic tricks.  
 
    He believed it was all hype. 
 
    Sam scrambled out of bed, pulled on the pair of boxers lying on the carpet, and headed downstairs to brew a pot of coffee. What did Lynn like for breakfast? He had no clue.  
 
    He’d met her in the hospital and took a chance on asking her out. He knew nothing about her. She was pretty, intelligent, and available. What else did he need to know? 
 
    As soon as the coffee was started, Sam called Luke’s cell. 
 
    “Hey, Sam.” He could hear the ice in his brother’s voice. 
 
    “Where are you? At home?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m almost as far north as the edge of the forest. You didn’t seem to have any interest in helping your daughter, so I’ll find Ben and take care of it myself.” 
 
    “Thanks for making me sound like a fuckin loser.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Sam stared at his cell. Luke had gone without him. And he’d hung up on him. His brother was pissed.  
 
    I have to go help him. He’ll never forgive me if I don’t. 
 
    “Why are you staring at your phone, Sam?” 
 
    He hadn’t heard Lynn come down the stairs. “Umm… my brother thinks my daughter might be lost in the woods north of the city, and he wanted me to help look for her.” 
 
    “So, what are you still doing here? If you need to go, I’ll grab my things. That’s not a problem.” 
 
    He shook his head. “He doesn’t even know if it’s true or not. I don’t want to ruin our day by dropping everything and leaving to go on some wild goose chase. Rowanne might be perfectly fine. She knows those woods.” 
 
    “Is she hiking with friends?” asked Lynn. 
 
    “No. Not exactly.” 
 
    Lynn hopped up onto one of the stools at the breakfast bar and folded her hands. “Start from the beginning and tell me what’s happening. I don’t want to be the cause of you not being with your daughter if she needs you, Sam. That wouldn’t sit well with me.” 
 
    Sam leaned onto his elbows and drew a deep breath. “When I was hospitalized with my first heart attack, Luke took Rowanne to live with him until I was better. She didn’t like it in New Orleans, and she ran away.” 
 
    Lynn poured two cups of coffee and sat down across from Sam. “Okay. Keep going.” 
 
    “She was kidnapped by a sex-trafficking ring and taken to an estate north of the city.” 
 
    Lynn’s blue eyes widened. “No. That’s terrible.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “It was terrible, but at the time I was in ICU and knew almost nothing about it. Luke is a Texas Ranger, and he pulled out all the stops looking for her.” 
 
    “Obviously, you found her.” 
 
    “Luke did. He found her in the state forest north of the city. She’d been rescued by a wild boy who lives in the woods.” 
 
    “This sounds like a fairy tale.” 
 
    “There are a lot of unbelievable parts to the story.” 
 
    “And now?” asked Lynn. “Why would she be back in the forest again?” 
 
    “This is the part I’ve argued with her about. I want her to live at home, finish her last year of high school, and start college. She insists on living with Ben in the woods.” 
 
    “Do they have a house there? They couldn’t. The state wouldn’t let them live in a park.” 
 
    “They live in a little hunting cabin in the middle of nowhere. I’m almost out of my mind worrying about her.” 
 
    Lynn frowned at him. “If you’re so worried, why aren’t you on your way to look for her?” 
 
    “Because there are other factors, and I don’t know if the story my brother told me was true.” 
 
    “Why would he lie?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t lie, but his girlfriend/wife, Misty, saw the danger in a dream, and that’s what Luke is going on. It was a dream that Rowanne was kidnapped by a bear.” 
 
    Lynn sipped her coffee and digested the story. “He’s willing to drive to the forest and look for her based on a dream his girlfriend had?” 
 
    “She’s a psychic, and she has Luke snowed. My brother believes every crazy word that she says.” 
 
    “An honest-to-goodness psychic or one of the fake ones who has a booth in Jackson Square?” 
 
    “She has a reputation, and sometimes she helps the police find missing people.” 
 
    “What’s her name? I sometimes go for readings, and I might have heard of her.” 
 
    “Mystere LeJeune.” 
 
    “Madam LeJeune, the most famous witch in N’Orlean?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “That’s the one.” 
 
    “I’m getting dressed.” 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” asked Sam. 
 
    “I’m going to look for your daughter. Maybe I can catch up to your brother.” 
 
    Sam scratched his head, not knowing what just happened. “Why the sudden interest when I mentioned Misty?” 
 
    Lynn seemed surprised he would ask. “Madam LeJeune interests me greatly. Yes, she has a reputation—an incredible one. Besides, and a day in the woods might be fun.” 
 
    Sam set his coffee down and sighed. “All right, I guess we’re getting dressed.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Rufus dragged Rowanne back to his cave and tied her ankles together with twisted vines. She sat propped up against the damp stone wall and tried not to cry. Not many tears were left.  
 
    If Misty cast a protection spell on her, Rowanne hadn’t seen evidence of it yet—though Rufus hadn’t killed her. Maybe that’s what the spell she felt last night was for, keeping her alive until Ben found her. 
 
    “I’m going to find us some food.” 
 
    She jumped when Rufus spoke to her. “You can’t run, so be a good girl and wait right there for me.” He laughed a growly bear laugh. 
 
    Rowanne watched him as he lumbered out the gaping cave entrance, and as soon as he was out of sight, she began picking at the vines holding her ankles together. 
 
      
 
    Luke parked on the shoulder of the narrow park service road next to the fence marking the perimeter of the state land. He shouldered the hiking pack, retrieved his rifle from the back seat of the truck, and backed the dirtbike he rented off the trailer. Misty was a genius. This thing would save him hours. 
 
    “You with me, Josiah?” 
 
    “I’m here, son,” Misty’s father said. “Think of me as your reconnaissance, Luke. I’ll go ahead and try to find the cave and report back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Go ahead, sir, and good luck.” 
 
      
 
    After checking his ammo, water, and a couple of tools he might need, Luke clipped the lock on the gate of the fence and started the trek towards the hunting shack.  
 
    He’d use the shack as a starting point. If Ben heard him coming, they could search for Rowanne together. He worried about how badly Ben might be injured.  
 
    Misty said he was covered in blood. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke’s grandmother, Iris Hyslop, didn’t eat a bite of breakfast. She sipped her tea and left half of it in her cup. 
 
    “Don’t you feel well, Gran?” asked Misty.  
 
    “I think I’d like to lie down if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll take you into the sitting room, and get you settled.” Misty helped the old woman out of her chair and into the private sitting room at the back of the house. 
 
    “Thank you, dear. I’m dizzy and a little out of sorts this morning.” She managed a smile, then slipped out of Misty’s hands and crumpled into a heap on the floor. 
 
    Claire gasped as she jogged down the newly carpeted stairs. “Oh, my. I’ll call an ambulance.” 
 
    Misty called to Angelique, and she hurried into the hall. “Get a blanket and a pillow, ma cher.” 
 
      
 
    Marigold and Fern left number seventeen with a fancy wrapped bottle of wine topped with a silver bow. They hurried up the street towards number nine, anticipating a welcome reception only to be thwarted by an ambulance and two strapping paramedics rolling a stretcher up the flagstone walkway. 
 
    “My goodness,” said Marigold. “Something terrible is happening at number nine.” 
 
    “I hope it isn’t Madam LeJeune,” said Fern. “We need her in good health to help us.” 
 
    “We should come back later to give her the gift,” said Marigold. “Now is not a good time.” 
 
    “We will come back later,” said Fern, “but let’s stay a minute and watch. We might learn something.” 
 
      
 
    Gran remained unconscious as the paramedics gently eased her onto the stretcher, covered her frail body with a blanket, and secured her for transport to the hospital. As the young men crossed the foyer carrying their precious cargo, Diana, Charlotte, and Michele arrived for the start of class. 
 
    Diana burst into tears as she saw Gran on the stretcher.  
 
    “Come, girls,” said Claire. “We’ll follow the ambulance and stay with Gran. Misty is in no condition to go out.” 
 
    “I’ll drive,” said Charlotte. “What happened to Gran?” 
 
    “She collapsed. That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Luke made it through the thick trees and bushes in record time. The journey that took him two hours on foot and left him drained took him just under fifteen minutes. He might get fined for having a dirt bike in the park, but he was willing to ask forgiveness later, once Rowanne was safe. Hell, he’d shove the fine in Sam’s pocket and make his dumbass brother pay for it. 
 
    Luke zoomed along, the way he was familiar with, straight to the hunting shack. They’d been there so many times in the past seven months, a path in the leaves and pine needles on the forest floor showed him the way. 
 
    The dirt bike ate the distance with ease, and though, with all the extra stuff he’d brought, his pack would’ve felt heavy to carry on a hike, he barely noticed it this morning. When he arrived at the cabin, he called out to the kids, but they weren’t there. The door was unlocked, and blood stained the floor. 
 
    He hated that Misty was right on this one. 
 
    Okay, Ben said the bear lived in the north end of the forest, so he’d head that way. Maybe he’d find Ben, Rowanne, or, hopefully, both of them. 
 
      
 
    Ben was crisscrossing the north end of the forest as a fox and getting nowhere. He’d covered so much ground, yet still hadn’t found any trace of Rowanne. This part of the forest was all new to him. He didn’t know the smells. He didn’t know the hills or caves the way he knew his part of the forest. Rowanne was his mate, and he was failing her.  
 
    Nixa ran beside him, never tiring and never giving up on finding Rowanne. Ben would never give up either, but he was exhausted and starving. Sitting on a log, he pulled out the container of food. They needed to keep their strength up. If he had to fight Rufus again, he needed to win.  
 
    Strange buzzing in the distance brought his head up. Nixa heard it too and trotted off a few steps to take a look. As the noise grew louder, the dog got more excited. Ben had never heard a noise like that before. He didn’t much like it, either. 
 
    When Nixa yelped and began running, Ben tried to keep up to the fast-moving hound. She took him straight into the path of Luke, sitting on top of a noisy, stinky machine. 
 
    “Thank the goddess,” Luke said, getting off his machine to hug him. “Misty said you we’re hurt. Are you all right?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “I can’t find her. Rufus took her, and I can’t find my mate.” 
 
    Luke shucked off his backpack and pulled out a bottle of water. “I brought food. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “No, but water is good.” 
 
    Luke handed him the bottle, and while Ben quenched his thirst, Luke assessed his injuries. “Misty packed a first aid kit. I can fix a lot of those nasty gashes. Are those claw marks?” 
 
    “Rufus is mean.” 
 
    “I see that. And this Rufus has Rowanne?” 
 
    “I hate him.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Let me get the peroxide and the salve.” 
 
    “How will we find the cave?” 
 
    “Josiah is looking for it now.” 
 
    “He’s here?” Ben’s face lit up. “I like the ghost man. He’s nice to me, and he watched over my red-haired girl that first night we came to stay with you.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    Sam parked behind Misty’s Explorer at the fence line of the parkland. Luke had a trailer hooked up on the thing. It looked like his brother meant business today. Guilt filtered in, and he admitted that even if Misty’s dream was nothing—which he was sure it was—he should’ve given Luke’s worries more respect. He loved Rowanne too. 
 
    After turning the keys, he let off a long sigh and turned to Lynn. “We’re here. It might be a waste of time.” 
 
    “Not if we can save your daughter’s life, Sam.” 
 
    “Rowanne can be a little melodramatic at times.” 
 
    “But what if this isn’t one of those times? She might need her father to come and save her.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “If she’d just come home and live like a normal teenager, things like this wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “Teenagers don’t always act what you would consider normal until they aren’t teens anymore.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” said Sam. 
 
    “Which way do we go?” 
 
    “Straight into those trees.” 
 
      
 
    Rowanne had been picking at the vines twisted around and around her ankles, and they seemed tighter now than when she started. Rufus left to go hunting a long while, ago and she had to hurry and get the vines off if she wanted to escape before he got back. 
 
    Frustration had given way to panic when she heard the voice. Her heart stopped beating in her chest, and Rowanne sat frozen as she stole glances at the silvery-green shimmer close to the roof of the cave. 
 
    “Luke is coming, child. I came ahead to find the cave.” 
 
    “Is that you, Monsieur LeJeune?” 
 
    “What’s left of me, yes. Out having a day in the woods.” 
 
    “Luke’s here? Did my Daddy come too?” 
 
    “No, child. It seems your father still doesn’t believe in our world enough to give Mystere’s warnings credibility. Luke is more than a bit angry.” 
 
    So was she. Her father refused to accept anything he didn’t think fit into his proper little world. She didn’t have time to dwell on that. “I can’t get these vines off my ankles. I wanted to run while Rufus was hunting for food.” 
 
    “Let me see if I can cast a loosening spell from memory.” 
 
    “Could you please?” 
 
    “Let me think, child.” 
 
      
 
    Ties that bind 
 
    With leaf and vine 
 
    Loosen now 
 
    Release the twine 
 
    Fall away 
 
    Fall out of sight 
 
    I cast this spell 
 
    With all my might 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Josiah finished the spell just as Rufus’s bear lumbered into the cave growling as he trudged towards Rowanne. The vines slid off her ankles, and she inhaled a deep breath of stale cave air. She needed to pick the perfect moment to run. 
 
     The second Rufus started to shift back into human form, she jumped up and raced out of the cave and into the woods. 
 
      
 
    Luke and Ben hiked around the north end of the forest for an hour, searching for a large cave where Rufus could be hiding Rowanne. When leaves in the ash tree above their heads rustled, they stopped and had a long drink and hoped Josiah had returned from his recon mission.  
 
    “Is that you, Monsieur LeJeune?” asked Luke. 
 
    “I found the cave and released Rowanne’s bindings. She’s running. Try to intercept her before the bear catches up to her.” 
 
    “Which way?” asked Ben staring up into the branches. 
 
    “The way I came,” said Josiah. 
 
    “And which way was that, sir?” asked Luke. 
 
    “On my way here, I was almost blinded by the sun,” said Josiah. “Go the other way.” 
 
    Luke looked into the sky and checked the position of the flaming orb. “This way, Ben. Let’s find her.” 
 
      
 
    University Hospital. New Orleans. 
 
    Claire sat with the three girls in the Emergency waiting room while doctors examined Gran. Questions had been asked at the triage desk that Claire didn’t know the answers to. She gave the nurse Misty’s cell number. 
 
    “Do you girls want a soda or a drink while y’all are waiting? We might be here for a while.” 
 
    Claire had barely spoken the words when a doctor stepped into the waiting room. “Who’s here for Iris Hyslop?” 
 
    Claire and the girls rose.  
 
    “Come with me, please.” The doctor ushered them through the locked doors into the emergency treatment section and stopped in the hall. With the noise and bustle of the main waiting area faded left behind, he turned. “I’m sorry. There was nothing we could do. Mrs. Hyslop slipped away before she arrived at the hospital, and we were unable to revive her.” 
 
    Michele screamed. Diana sobbed, and Claire shook her head. “How can that be? She was fine yesterday.” 
 
    “I’m estimating her age near to a hundred. That’s a long life, and it’s not uncommon for people of that age to pass on.” 
 
    Claire straightened, her heart heavy for the old girl, as well as Misty and Luke. “Thank you. There’s a family crisis right now. We’ll notify her grandsons and make arrangements.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Sam and Lynn trudged along, not sure where they were going. “Luke, where are you. We came to help. Rowanne, can you hear me? It’s me. Daddy.” 
 
    “I’m so thirsty,” said Lynn. “We should have thought to bring water.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll find a river with clean water.” 
 
    Lynn stared at him. 
 
    “What? What did I say?” 
 
    “How many acres are in this preserve?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “I have no idea. Too many, I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you know a little more about this place if your daughter lives here?” 
 
    “I don’t want to know about this forest. I want Rowanne to come home and live in Baton Rouge.” 
 
    “You don’t have to raise your voice.” 
 
    “Yes, I do because nobody listens to me.” It wasn’t Lynn’s fault. Man, she was probably regretting coming here with him. He had to calm down. He had to keep his health in mind. 
 
    They tromped on for another five minutes before she spoke to him again. “Where did you last see your daughter? Are there landmarks to go by to get to the cabin?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “I drop her off at the fence.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen where your daughter lives?” 
 
    “No. I have no interest in seeing where she shacked up with some nature boy.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say that nature boy saved her life and got her away from sex-traffickers?” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    Lynn scowled and stomped off, leaving him gasping for breath far behind her. 
 
      
 
    Rowanne’s legs hurt, and her lungs cried out for more air. She stopped running for a second to catch her breath, plopped down on the closest log, and listened for Rufus. No sound. Maybe she’d outrun him. She scanned her surroundings, trying to figure out which way she should go to reach the hunting shack. Everything in every direction looked the same.  
 
    Trees and bushes and rocks and more trees. 
 
    She closed her eyes, hoping against hope that someone would send her a direction. That’s when she felt it. A strange tingly feeling like electricity flowing through her veins. 
 
    “Gran, are you all right?” 
 
    Tears came to Rowanne’s eyes, and she knew the answer. Gran was not all right. She had passed unto the spirit world and gifted what remained of her power to Rowanne. Gran had always believed in her. “Thank you, Gran. I’ll take care of your power, and I won’t abuse it.” 
 
    Loud crashing in the trees behind her, spurred her forward. Rowanne ran and hoped she was going towards the shack and not away from it. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Claire arrived home with the dreadful news and wondered if Misty was strong enough to hear it. Should she tell her right away, or prepare her, and make sure she was lying down?” 
 
    She pointed to the stairway as they came into the house. “Girls, go upstairs and cleanse the work area. We have things to do for Gran. I’ll be up as soon as I speak to Misty.” 
 
    “We’ll get everything ready,” said Charlotte.  
 
    Claire sought out her daughter in the kitchen and put the kettle on to boil. 
 
    “Did they admit Gran, Mother? What did the doctor say? Did she faint?” 
 
    Claire let out a big breath. “I’m afraid it was more serious than that, Mystere. Gran passed. The doctor said it was her age and nothing more.” 
 
    Misty sank into a kitchen chair as tears glossed her bright green eyes. “Lukey will be devastated.” 
 
    “He will be, but we can’t tell him while he’s in the forest. He has another mission. We should burn some candles for Gran. The girls are getting the classroom ready.” 
 
    Misty nodded. “Angelique, boil the cauldron, ma cher. We’ll make a cleansing potion for Gran.” 
 
    “Oui, Madam.” 
 
      
 
    Claire was hurrying through the foyer on her way to the stairs when the bell chimed. She pulled the curtain back to peek out the sidelight, and those women were there again. Marigold and her sister… some other flower. This has to stop. She opened the door a crack and put on her pleasant face. “Yes?” 
 
    “Hello, again. We were wondering if now would be a good time to meet Madam LeJeune?” asked the tall one. “We brought her a little gift.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ve suffered a great loss this morning. A family member passed away, and we are not receiving visitors.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry. Perhaps another time.” 
 
    Claire closed the door and turned the lock. 
 
      
 
    Marigold turned to Fern. “The person they took away in the ambulance, died, Ferny. That’s so sad.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “We’ll go to the funeral and send flowers.” 
 
    “If they have coffee and cake after the funeral, they will have to let us into the house.” Marigold wore a big smile. “It will be the perfect time to get the lay of the land when everyone is sad and not watching us.” 
 
    “Yes, I think you might be right, Marigold. “Not often you are, but this might be an exception.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Luke sat down on a stump. “This is getting us nowhere, Ben. If Rowanne is running as Josiah said, she could be running away from us, and we wouldn’t know.”  
 
    Wounded and battered from his brush with death, Ben had never looked worse. His long tangled hair was a rat’s nest of leaves, twigs, and dried blood. His bare arms and legs were clawed open and needing stitches. Luke used the supplies in the first aid kit to cover the nasty gashes, but the kid needed more than a few gauze strips. “What should we do?” 
 
    He honestly didn’t know. “You should go back to the cabin. If Rowanne comes back with Rufus chasing her, he’ll take her away again if we’re no one’s there to stop him.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Ben. “What will you do?” 
 
    “I’ll go back to where we stashed the dirt bike and zig-zag across this northern section a few more times before I make my way back. If she’s out here, I’ll find her.” 
 
    Ben stood, and Luke wondered if the kid was strong enough to get back to the shack himself. “Are you good to get back on your own?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m not alone. I have Nixa.” 
 
    Luke reached down and patted the little hound. She wagged her tail and licked his hand. 
 
      
 
    The sun had set, and darkness was falling rapidly over the forest by the time Luke made his way back to the hunting shack. They’d have to wait until morning to go out again. He parked the bike beside the cabin and was glad he’d brought a couple of extra gas cans. He’d zip back to the Explorer first thing, refill, and bring one of the jugs back there.  
 
    Ben came out to greet him, and the kid didn’t look any better, even after a few hours of rest. He was sure, part of it was missing Rowanne, but still, he needed help. 
 
    “Hey, buddy. Let’s make a fire and have something to eat before we sleep.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “I make good fires. Rowanne always lights it for me with magick, but I have matches too.” 
 
    While Ben got busy with the fire, Luke started unpacking what Misty had sent them. “I’ll see what we have to eat.” 
 
    “While I searched for Rowanne, I caught three squirrels, a snake, and a duck. There’s lots of meat.” 
 
    Luke nodded at the pile of bodies Ben had strung to a line out by the fire pit. I’d rather have a stale sandwich. 
 
    Ben gathered wood and had the fire blazing inside the circle of stones in record time. As the larger logs caught fire, the crackling blaze cast a warm glow, and Luke hoped Rowanne might see it if she wasn’t too far away.  
 
    She might have found a safe place to hide overnight if she was still miles away.  
 
    He and Ben finished eating and were talking about going inside to sleep when they heard footsteps approaching. 
 
    “Who’s there?” hollered Ben. “Rowanne. Come home.” 
 
    A man and a woman trudged into the firelight, and it took Luke a moment to recognize his brother. “Sam, how did you get here?” 
 
    “I walked, and it took me all day.” 
 
    “You didn’t see Rowanne?” 
 
    “Not yet. Did you find her?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. We can’t search again until morning.” 
 
    “This is Lynn,” said Sam, gesturing to the pretty blonde at his side. “She wanted to help me look for my daughter.” 
 
    Luke stood and shook her hand. “Hello, Lynn. Welcome. We have food if y’all are hungry, and Ben has fresh meat he can roast up.” 
 
    Lynn’s eyes lit up. “Anything would be fantastic. We should’ve brought food and water. I didn’t realize the forest was so vast. I thought we’d hike a bit, find Rowanne, and have a nice day out in nature.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “It’s a little more difficult than that. Come, sit. The fire is warm.” 
 
    “And you have shelter here.” She pointed at the shack. 
 
    “This is where the kids live,” said Luke. “This is Ben.” 
 
    “Hi, Ben,” said Lynn. “I’m happy to meet you.” 
 
    Ben nodded then retreated inside the shack. The kid often spoke to Luke about being afraid of Sam and how his brother makes it clear that he wants to take Rowanne from him. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive, Ben. He’s had quite a hard couple of days.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Tuesday, September 24th. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    The four of them lay sound asleep inside the shack: Ben in his sleeping bag on the cot, Luke beside the cot in his sleeping bag, and Lynn and Sam on the floor on Rowanne’s sleeping bag unzipped and opened out.  
 
    They woke to an ear-splitting scream, followed by a thundering crash right outside.  
 
    Ben was up and out the door in a heartbeat.  
 
    Luke jumped off the floor, grabbed the rifle, and was right behind him. Through the gray of pre-dawn light, he squinted to see what was happening.  
 
    Rowanne came screaming toward him. “Don’t let him take me again, Uncle Luke.” 
 
    With adrenaline coursing through his body, Luke shoved Rowanne through the door and into the cabin with Sam and Lynn. Ben shifted and attacked the bear. 
 
    “I need light. I can’t get a shot.” Luke couldn’t see well enough to separate red fur from black fur as the two combatants rolled and growled and gouged each other with tooth and claw. 
 
    Rowanne screamed without letup, calling to Ben. 
 
    Sam raced out of the shack with Luke’s flashlight in hand and turned the light on the fight. Rufus swatted Ben away from him with a huge paw, and Luke seized the opportunity. 
 
    As Ben sailed across the dirt and slammed into the cabin wall, Luke pulled the trigger. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Rufus crashed to the ground and growled and groaned for a bit before he fell still. Luke dropped to his knees and let out the breath he was holding.   
 
    Rowanne ran to Ben and tried to revive him, but it was no use. Ben was out cold. “We have to get Ben to a hospital, Uncle Luke. He might die.” 
 
    Luke was good in an emergency, but even he was a bit shakey after taking on an enraged bear. Still, Ben and Rowanne needed him, so he pulled up his big-boy pants and got moving. “We’ll do that right now, Row.” 
 
    “What should we do about the bear?” asked Sam.  
 
    “Nothing we can do. He’s too heavy to move. I’ll call the park authorities from the truck as soon as I have service and explain what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Rowanne wrapped Ben in the blanket from their cot and handed him to her Uncle Luke. Then, she grabbed her backpack from by the door and made sure everything she and Ben valued was packed. “I love this little cabin, but I won’t be coming back.” 
 
    “You won’t?” Her dad said, sounded pleased. 
 
    “No, Daddy,” she said, meeting his gaze. “I won’t. I’m moving back to Uncle Luke’s with Ben for the winter. We’ll help with the baby and figure out what we’ll do from there.” 
 
    Sam’s face tightened. “I want you to move back home.” 
 
    “Ben doesn’t feel welcome around you, Daddy. You refuse to accept him for who he is.” She pointed to her mate, bloody and beaten after protecting her. “He’s a shifter, Daddy. He’s a fox, and he bonded with me, and I’m his mate. I know it’s not what you want to hear, and I know you don’t believe in magic and all the things I believe in, but that’s the truth of it. You’re the one who needs to do some growing up, not me.” 
 
    Rowanne crossed the room, cradled Ben against her chest, and followed her Uncle Luke outside the cabin. Maybe her father would understand her one day, and maybe he wouldn’t.  
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    Ben mattered. Her Gran mattered. Luke and Misty and the baby mattered. That was enough for her.  
 
      
 
    New Orleans Hospital. 
 
    Ben lay on the examination table in Emergency with Rowanne sitting next to him, sobbing, and holding his limp hand.  
 
    “How did he get so badly beaten?” asked the young doctor as he listened to Ben’s heartbeat.  
 
    “It was a bear attack,” said Luke, stroking Rowanne’s long red hair. “Up in the state forest.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were bears in those woods. I’ve hiked there once or twice with friends.” 
 
    “It was a black bear.” 
 
    A lab technician came in with a cart to take Ben’s blood, and the doctor asked everyone to leave to give her room to work in the small cubicle. 
 
    Luke herded Rowanne into the hall, and she leaned closer. “Will his blood look funny, Uncle Luke?” 
 
    He blew out a breath and shrugged. “I’m a little worried about that myself, Row. I don’t know.” 
 
    The blood tech left a few moments later with her cart, and they went back into Ben’s room.  
 
    “An orderly will be here shortly to take Ben for X-rays,” said the doctor. “Suffering a beating this bad, he may have broken bones, and because he’s unconscious, he’s not telling us where it hurts.” 
 
    Rowanne nodded. “Can I go to X-ray with him?” 
 
    “You can sit in the hallway outside the X-ray department and wait. Sure.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    As soon as the orderly wheeled Ben away to X-ray, Luke called Misty. “Hey, sweetheart, I found Ben and Rowanne, and we’re at the hospital. Ben is hurt bad, and we haven’t got the final results on him yet.” 
 
    “Daddy told me, y’all found them.”  
 
    “Are you crying, Mist?” 
 
    “Yes, sugar, we’re all crying. I didn’t want to tell you until you came home.” 
 
    The hair rose on the back of his neck, and he braced himself against the wall. It was the baby. Something happened to his son. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Your Gran collapsed this morning, Beb. Mother called an ambulance, but they weren’t able to revive her. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Luke stared at his phone and couldn’t speak. Gran died?  
 
    “Lukey. I love you. Come home soon.” 
 
    “I’ll be home as soon as I can,” he said in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    Sam and Lynn arrived at the hospital a few hours behind Luke and the kids. The nurse at the desk said Ben went for tests, so they left word that they were headed to the cafeteria and would be back. They purchased sandwiches and soup and chose a corner table away from the hustle and bustle of doctors and nurses grabbing a bite to eat. 
 
    Sam admired Lynn. They only just started dating, and she was taking his family drama better than he was. “I’m sorry about all this. Not exactly the romantic weekend I had planned for us.” 
 
    Lynn blinked and set her spoon down. “I’m having a hard time believing what I saw with my own eyes. That boy turn into a fox and attacked that big bear.” 
 
    “Shifters. I never believed they existed.” 
 
    “Your daughter has been telling you the truth, Sam.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Part of me still refuses to believe it. I’m tired, and I want to go home to Baton Rouge and forget all about this nightmare.” 
 
    Lynn frowned. “Don’t you want to make sure the boy is all right? He got hurt defending your daughter. He may be your son-in-law sooner than you think.” 
 
    “Oh, god, don’t say that. Ben is… not suitable for a girl as smart as Rowanne.” Sam’s cell signaled a message. “It’s Luke. He needs to see me.” 
 
      
 
    With his eyes closed, Luke leaned on the wall outside the examination room, waiting for the doctor to interpret the X-rays. He was exhausted—physically and emotionally drained. His grandmother had raised him, but not Sam. Sam had grown up in the city with their father, a man with little ambition, and even fewer morals. Sam thought he’d been the lucky one. Luke knew differently. Being raised by Gran gave him a capacity to love and embrace life that his brother would never understand. 
 
    Sam and Lynn hurried along the corridor of emergency, carrying sandwiches and a coffee tray. Sam took a good look at him and drained pale. “Why did you need to see me so quickly, Luke? Did something happen to Ben?” 
 
    Luke didn’t know how he’d find the words. “Gran died this morning. After I left to find Row.” 
 
    “What? How do you know?” 
 
    “Misty just told me. They called an ambulance, but she didn’t make it.” 
 
    “Shit, Luke, I’m so sorry. I know how special she was to you and to Rowanne. Does she know?” 
 
    He nodded. “She knew in the forest. Rowanne said Gran transferred what was left of her power to her when she passed into the spirit world.” 
 
    Sam scrunched up his face. “Oh, Luke, don’t encourage her by repeating things like that. You know she doesn’t have powers.” 
 
    Luke ignored Sam’s negativity as he had so many times in the past. “Is one of those coffee’s mine?” 
 
    Lynn nodded and handed one to Luke. “This has been a terrible day for your family. I’m sorry for your loss, Luke.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor stepped into the hall to speak to everyone at once. “I’m afraid Ben has sustained some rather serious injuries, including several broken bones that will have to be set. A couple of abnormalities showed up in his blood, and he may be fighting off a virus or something. I can’t be sure. It’s nothing the lab is familiar with. He’s malnourished, dehydrated, and needs rest to begin healing his body.” The doctor paused and chose his words carefully. “I’m sensing he has no medical coverage?” 
 
    “He’s a student at Madam LeJeune’s Academy,” said Luke, fishing a card out of his wallet. “I believe all students are covered medically in case of emergency. I’ll give the number to the nurses’ station.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said the doctor. “I’ll send Ben to the fracture clinic.” 
 
    Rowanne followed the gurney out of the cubicle and paused long enough to say, “Go home, Uncle Luke, and come back later. I’m not going anywhere, I promise.” 
 
    “I do need to go home. Misty is extremely distraught over Gran. I need to check on her and the baby.” 
 
    “Give them my love. I have to stay with Ben, but I’d like to help with Gran’s celebration.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “She loved you with her whole heart, Row. We won’t finalize anything without you. Tell Ben we’re thinking about him.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Misty was lying down on the sofa in the sitting room when Luke arrived home from the hospital. Hoodoo bounced around, happy to see him, but more pleased to see he brought Nixa with him. The little hound had waited patiently in the truck while they were in the hospital, and she needed a good run.  
 
    Luke left both dogs outside in the backyard as his first concern was for Misty. He sat next to her and picked up her hand. “How are you feeling, sweetheart? We’re not doing too well at keeping you stress-free, are we? Do you need to see the baby doctor?” 
 
    She leaned into him. “An appointment tomorrow should do the trick if you can get one.” 
 
    “I’ll get one,” he said. They’d suffered enough loss for one day. He wasn’t taking any chances with his wife and child. “Tell me what happened with Gran. I can’t believe she’s gone.” 
 
    Misty eased back. “She didn’t eat any breakfast and only sipped her tea. I was helping her off her chair to take her to lie down, and she just fell at my feet.” 
 
    “Unconscious?” 
 
    “Yes. Mother said they couldn’t revive her.” Misty’s tears brimmed, and Luke held her close to him. 
 
    “We’ll plan her celebration, but not until Rowanne can be part of it. Until then, I want you to rest.” 
 
    “Tell me about Ben. I know he’s badly hurt.” 
 
    Luke was about to give Misty the details when the doorbell rang. “Hang on. I’ll be right back. If that’s those nosy neighbors again, I’m going to have them arrested.” 
 
    He rushed down the hall, across the foyer, and jerked the heavy oak door open, expecting to see Fern and Marigold. Instead, he was staring at two uniformed officers. 
 
    “We understand you shot a bear on state land, Ranger Hyslop.” 
 
    “I did. Please come in, and I’ll explain what happened.” 
 
    Luke showed them into the front parlor where Misty gave clients readings, then called to Angelique for coffee. 
 
      
 
    New Orleans Hospital. 
 
    After Ben had undergone the application of casts and bandages in the fracture clinic, his battered body was transported to a room on the fourth floor. An orderly transferred him onto his bed, and a nurse hooked him up to an IV and a monitor.  
 
    “You can sit with him now, Miss,” said the nurse. “You’ll have to leave when visiting hours are over.” 
 
    “I can’t leave him,” said Rowanne. “He’ll be too scared.” 
 
    “He looks old enough to manage on his own.” The nurse smiled. 
 
    Rowanne shook her head. “He can’t. He grew up deep in the woods. He’s never been to the city.” 
 
    The nurse left, and Rowanne picked up Ben’s hand. “Open your eyes, Ben. There’s nobody here but me.” 
 
    Slowly and cautiously, Ben opened his eyes and stared at Rowanne. “Am I dead? Did Rufus kill me?” 
 
    “Almost. He hurt you badly, but Luke drove us here to the hospital.” 
 
     “I want to stay at Misty’s house with the dogs.” 
 
    “We will, as soon as you can leave.” 
 
    “I can leave now.” 
 
    “No. We have to wait for Luke.” She picked up the cup with the bendy straw in it. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    “I need water.” 
 
    Rowanne put the straw in his mouth, and he drank all the water. “More water.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Wednesday, September 25th. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Maynard’s Office. New Orleans. 
 
    Head down and looking to neither right nor left, Luke paced the length of the waiting area and back again while they waited for Misty’s turn. Misty sat like a large lump in one of the comfy chairs and watched him with an amused smile on her face. 
 
    A nurse in a pink uniform appeared at the door and said, “Misty, would you come with me, please?” 
 
    Luke fell into a quick step behind the nurse, leaving Misty struggling out of the chair on her own. Mortified at what he’d done, the ever-polite man who loved her with a passion, turned to apologize.  
 
    Misty giggled. “It’s all right, sugar.”   
 
    They went into the first room where the nurse weighed Misty, took the measurements of her belly, and recorded her blood pressure. When that was over, the nurse handed Misty a cup and pointed at the tiny bathroom attached to the room. 
 
    With those tasks completed, they moved on to the next room to wait for the doctor. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had to do all that stuff,” said Luke. “Do you do that every time you come?” 
 
    Misty nodded. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    Doctor Maynard opened the door and walked in with Misty’s chart in his hand and a frown on his face. 
 
    The hair stood up on the back of Luke’s neck. “What’s wrong? Why are you frowning?” 
 
    The doctor eyed him up and smiled. “I take it you’re the nervous father?” 
 
    Luke drew a deep breath. “That’s me. Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    He went back to looking at the chart. “Your blood pressure is high, young lady. Hop up on the table, and let’s see what position the young fella has himself in.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said the doctor, pushing and prodding at the round of her belly. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Misty. “I think I’d know if there was.” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong—yet—but we only have a few weeks to go, and I want you to work on a number of things for me.” 
 
    “She will,” said Luke, pulling his brown leather notebook out of his jacket pocket. “What do you want Misty to do?” 
 
    “More rest, less stress, and no standing. Any tasks that take more than a minute or two, I want her sitting.” 
 
    “Got it. Consider it done, doc. I’ve got it written down and will make sure,” said Luke. 
 
    Misty laughed. “I can remember. It’s not that much.” 
 
    “I’m not taking any chances,” said Luke. 
 
      
 
    New Orleans Hospital. 
 
    Rowanne woke all stiff and cramped from sleeping curled up in the chair next to Ben’s bed. She stood up and stretched and walked around the room a bit to limber up. The night before, at the end of visiting hours, the nurse had tried to make her leave, but Luke had a word with the head nurse, and they allowed Rowanne to stay the night beside Ben. 
 
    Eyes closed, Ben lay perfectly still as she walked over to the window. The cuts and scrapes on his face, the cast on his right arm, and the bandage on his left were visible, but the rest of the damage was hidden under the blanket.  
 
    With the drapes drawn, the room was dark and gloomy, and Ben would want to see the first light of day like he did every morning in the forest. Rowanne pulled the drapes open wide and allowed sunshine to flood the room. 
 
    Ben opened his eyes and tried to sit up. “I want to go home, Rowanne. I can’t stay here.” 
 
    “You are going home. Misty has an appointment for the baby, and then they’ll come here to pick us up.” 
 
    “Can I sleep in your room at Misty’s big house?” 
 
    “Of course, you can.” Rowanne leaned down and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    The door opened, and a woman in green scrubs brought in Ben’s breakfast tray. She set it down and left without a word. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” asked Rowanne. “You can eat these eggs and sausages.” 
 
    “Okay, but not the toast.” 
 
    Rowanne smiled. “I’ll eat the toast and put this little bit of jam on it.” 
 
    After breakfast was over, the nurse came in and helped Rowanne get Ben dressed. Getting his clothes on over the cast and the bandages was a chore, and he didn’t like the nurse touching him. He wriggled and squirmed away from her as she tried to help him.  
 
    “I can do it myself.” 
 
    “No, you can’t, Ben. Let us help you,” said Rowanne. 
 
    He was still fussing and fuming and pulling at his clothes and his hair when Misty and Luke arrived.  
 
    Rowanne smiled. “Good, you’re here. Ben is getting a little antsy.” 
 
    “No kidding,” said Luke with a grin. “Let’s get you out of here, buddy.” 
 
    “I want to go to Misty’s house and see the dogs.” 
 
    Misty gave him a big hug, and that seemed to settle him a bit. “They want to see you too.”   
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Luke parked the truck at the back gate and helped Misty down. Then he turned his attention to Ben in the back seat. “Let me help you into the house, Ben, then you’re on your own.” 
 
    “My leg hurts.” Ben pulled at the bandage. 
 
    “I bet it does. There’s a big chunk missing where Rufus clawed you. Give it time to heal, and don’t touch it.” 
 
    Ben jerked his hand back when Luke spoke sternly to him. 
 
    Misty smiled and took Rowanne’s hand. “We’ll cast a healing spell. I’ll get Angelique started as soon as we get Ben inside and settled.” 
 
    Rowanne nodded. “I’ll help her. Then, I’d like to talk about Gran’s celebration.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “I believe your father is coming over later to help plan.” 
 
    Rowanne frowned. “Daddy said a lot of hurtful things to me yesterday. I’m mad at him.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m giving you a heads-up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Uncle Luke.” Rowanne hugged him by the fish pond. “You’re the best uncle a girl could have. Ben and I owe you our lives. I hope it’s all right that I said Ben and I would be staying here and helping you and Misty with the baby.” 
 
    “You guys are always welcome here,” Luke said. “You know that, and it’s good that your father knows that too.” 
 
      
 
    With Ben settled in the sitting room, Hoodoo and Nixa on the floor beside him, Misty and Rowanne concentrated on the healing spell.  
 
    “I want to use white and light blue candles, ma cher.” 
 
    “Oui,” said Angelique and headed straight for the supply cupboard to find them.  
 
    “I’ll dress them while you make the tea. I’m afraid I have to spend more time sitting down from now until Gwydion arrives.” 
 
    Rowanne’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Is that what you’re calling him now?” 
 
    “Gwydion was a respected wizard in Welsh mythology.” 
 
    “Sorry, Misty. Gwydion’s terrible.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Luke putting his two cents worth in. “Keep trying love. Gwydion is off the list.” 
 
    Misty giggled. 
 
    “Whatever his name is, we want him to arrive safely, and we’re not taking any chances.” 
 
    “No chances will be taken,” said Misty, holding her palm up to swear her complete agreement. “Could you call upstairs, sugar, and ask Mother and the girls to come down and help with the healing spell for Ben?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Luke. “Don’t get up. I’ll go get them.” 
 
      
 
    Claire tidied up the worktable in the third-floor classroom after Luke called them to come down to the kitchen. The girls were relieved that Ben and Rowanne had been found and rescued, but understandably saddened that Ben was hurt. 
 
    “How badly?” asked Diana as they ran down two flights of stairs to the kitchen. 
 
    “Quite badly, from what I heard,” said Claire who was walking behind them at a safer pace. “Broken bones, deep gashes, blood loss.” 
 
    “Aww… the poor thing,” said Michele. “And so brave to go up against a raging bear to save his true love.” 
 
    The girls spilled into the kitchen, filling it with the exuberance of their youth. “What can we do to help, Misty?” 
 
    “We’ll need to combine our power to cast enough healing to help Ben.” 
 
    “Where is he?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “On the sofa in the sitting room,” said Rowanne. “Y’all can peek in and say hi to him. He’s playing with the dogs.” 
 
    Rowanne showed the girls where Ben was, and they fussed over him before returning to the kitchen. 
 
    Angelique was about to light the candles when the doorbell rang. 
 
    “I’ll go. It’s probably Sam.” Luke peeked out first before opening the door to make sure it wasn’t the creepy sisters from down the street. He’d deal with them the next time they showed their faces. He was right. It was his brother. 
 
    “Come on in,” said Luke. “Everyone is in the kitchen.” 
 
    Lynn glanced around the house, taking it all in. Those who hadn’t glimpsed of Misty’s decorating were somewhat amazed by her choices. “What a lovely foyer.” 
 
    Luke nodded. He had no hand in the decorating and didn’t give a whit what the house looked like. The only thing that mattered to him was Misty. If she liked black walls in her front parlor and blood-red in the kitchen, it mattered little to him. 
 
    He led the way into the kitchen, where everyone was gathered. “The girls are about to cast a healing spell for Ben. Sam and I should probably talk in the front parlor.” 
 
    “Can I watch you cast the spell?” asked Lynn. “I’ve never seen a spell cast before.” 
 
    “You can watch from outside the circle,” said Misty. “You’ll have to sit over there.” She pointed to a chair near the window. 
 
    Lynn smiled. “Of course. Thank you.” 
 
    All the girls took their places, sat down, and waited for Misty to start.  
 
    “Would you call the corners, Mother?” asked Misty. 
 
    Claire stood up, raised her arms in the air, her long black hair flowing in the breeze that had suddenly materialized in the kitchen. In a loud voice, Claire cast the circle, “Hail to the guardians of the south…” She continued around the table, and the witches gathered, calling the four corners of the earth and the elements they represented.  
 
    When she returned to her beginning position, the circle was complete.  
 
    “Charlotte, call the Deities,” said Misty. 
 
    Charlotte stood on her chair and raised her arms to the ceiling. “Hail to the Lord and Lady. We beg you to join us. We are honored by your presence. Hail and welcome. Hail to the Goddess Airmid, most powerful of Celtic healers. I ask that you join us and aid in our working. We are honored by your presence. Hail and welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” said Claire. 
 
    Misty rose to her feet and raised her arms while the others around the table all held hands and concentrated their joint power. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the stars and moon 
 
    Grant my plea and make it soon 
 
    Heal Ben and grant him health 
 
    He has no strength 
 
    He has no wealth 
 
    Make him strong to face the day 
 
    Accept our thanks and gifts we pray 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Misty recited the spell two more times with the others joining in. The kitchen filled with a pale blue mist, and then, they directed the magic toward Ben in the parlor. 
 
    “Michele, would you thank the Deities and dismiss them, please dear,” said Claire. 
 
    Michele stood on her chair and thanked the Lord and Lady. Then she thanked Airmid, the Goddess of healing.  
 
    “Hail and farewell,” they all chanted. 
 
    “Diana, release the elements, my dear,” said Claire. 
 
    A little timidly, Diana raised her hands and walked the circle in reverse order, releasing the elements. “The circle is open, but it is not broken.” 
 
    Everyone joined in and said, “Merry meet and merry part, merry meet again.”  
 
    “Blessed be,” said Misty. 
 
    Angelique left her chair and served tea and biscuits to everyone. “Join us over here, Miss. We finished now. You are most welcome to sit with us.” 
 
    Lynn accepted the invitation with giddy pleasure. “That was amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it. How did you manage the mist? What a trick.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a trick,” said Misty, frowning. “It was magick.” 
 
      
 
    Luke and Sam sat together in the front parlor, searching the internet for a suitable location for Gran’s funeral. “We attended a funeral not long ago for a friend and client of Misty’s at a high-end establishment. It was well run and tastefully done.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Fine with me, Lukey. I’m open as long as it’s a nice cozy place for Gran.”  
 
    “I’ll call them and make arrangements. Shall we hold the service on Friday?” 
 
    “Friday is fine. I’m not back to work yet, so it doesn’t matter a lot to me.” 
 
    “I didn’t like that place,” said Josiah from the corner of the parlor. “Try a different one.” 
 
    Luke could hear Misty’s father, but Sam couldn’t. “What was wrong with it, Monsieur?” 
 
    Sam swiveled his head around. “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    “Misty’s father wants a different funeral home for Gran.” 
 
    “Isn’t Misty’s father dead?” 
 
    “Yes, but he still live here.” 
 
    “And you believe that? You honestly think you’re talking to a ghost?” 
 
    Luke sighed. “Because I am. Josiah is as much a part of this family as you or I.” 
 
    Sam stood and gave him a pitying stare. “You have lost it, my brother. I don’t even know who you are anymore.” 
 
    Luke waited until Sam left the room before going back to his internet search. “I’ll pick another one, sir. Not to worry.” 
 
    Josiah must have floated closer because Luke felt the chill of his presence. “I noted shady goings-on in the backroom when I was there with Leo. Too many shortcuts.” 
 
    “Shortcuts,” repeated Luke. “That’s not good, although I know little about embalming practices.” 
 
    “Your Gran wants to buried in Houma, son” said Josiah. “She will be among friends and be strong for the next life. She thinks it best that Rowanne and Ben live in her house on the bayou and she will watch out for them. She thinks the swamp will be wild enough for Ben and they will thrive there.” 
 
    Luke raised an auburn eyebrow. “Of course, she wants to be buried in Houma. What was I thinking? Her neighbors are elderly and could never make the trip to N’Orlean. And the kids living in the bayou house… that’s something I hadn’t thought of, but it might work. When did Gran tell you this?” 
 
    “Last night. We had a lovely long talk.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Friday, September 27th. 
 
      
 
    Walton and Sever Funeral Home. Houma. 
 
    Luke didn’t expect anyone more than family and a few old neighbors from the bayou who were still alive and a couple of Hoodoo practitioners from Jackson Square who’d known his grandmother from days gone by. He’d booked the smallest chapel to avoid the empty feeling he was already dreading. 
 
    Misty sat in the front pew facing the casket. She’d chosen the floral display of white gardenias, lily of the valley, and baby’s breath, herself to give Gran a pure and positive send-off. 
 
    Next to Misty sat Rowanne with Claire on the other side of her holding her hand.  Sam and Lynn chose the pew behind. Angelique had remained at the house to take care of Ben and to ensure he didn’t run away during Rowanne’s absence. 
 
    Luke discussed the service with the pastor and tried to convey what his grandmother meant to him and to others who knew her. Words seemed inadequate to describe how she filled the parental void in his life and taught him to be a caring, upstanding person. He would miss her always. 
 
    Several older women arrived and found seats in the center of the chapel, and Luke was about to take his seat next to Misty when two women who seemed familiar entered the chapel and sat down in the back row. It was those two nosy neighbors. 
 
    What are they doing here in Houma? 
 
      
 
    Fern and Marigold slipped into the back row of the tiny chapel and settled in. “I didn’t know we’d have to drive all the way to Houma for the funeral. If I didn’t have GPS, we never would have found it, Mari. This idea better work or I’m making you pay for all the gas.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean, Ferny. You said this was the perfect idea for getting into their house.” 
 
    Fern glanced at her watch. “The service should start soon.” 
 
    “I hope our flowers got here in time,” said Marigold, straightening to see the arrangements set at the front. “I’m thinking of them as an investment in our future.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to spend so much,” snapped Fern. “Now, we don’t even have money for groceries next week.” 
 
      
 
    Seven Oaks Cemetery. Houma. 
 
    The service was brief and left Luke feeling empty. He should have done more, but what? So much had happened in the past few weeks, he was drained. From the chapel, Luke drove the Explorer out of town to Seven Oaks, where Gran wanted to be buried. It came to Luke’s attention that she’d told Josiah during one of their lengthy and intimate chats, she’d paid for a plot, and it was set aside for the whole family. 
 
    Thinking of his cemetery plot waiting for him gave Luke the shivers, but he was grateful his grandmother was so well organized on her own behalf. 
 
    Luke drove through the trees hanging low with Spanish Moss trailing and parked the truck as close to the newly dug grave as possible. He didn’t want Misty walking a great distance over rough ground. 
 
    “Stay in your seat and wait until I come around to help you, sweetheart.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “I’m not an invalid, Lukey. Pregnancy is not a fatal disease.” 
 
    Claire giggled as she hopped out of the back seat and held the door open for the three girls to scramble out. “Those neighbors from number seventeen followed us here,” she whispered to Luke. 
 
    “I can’t imagine why. They didn’t even know my Gran.” 
 
    Claire patted his arm. “Don’t you worry about them, son. I’ll keep an eye on them. No one will make trouble at Gran’s funeral.” 
 
    The family plus Gran’s few additional friends gathered closely around the grave to hear the pastor’s words. The interment was brief and ended with Misty saying a prayer for Gran’s safe passage to the spirit world. 
 
    Luke held Rowanne’s hand on one side, and Misty’s on the other. Rowanne had ridden in her father’s car from the chapel to the cemetery because of space limitations in the Explorer, but she still wasn’t over her annoyance with him.  
 
    Until Sam came around to accepting Ben, Rowanne wouldn’t have much to say to him. 
 
    As each of the mourners picked a flower to place onto Gran’s casket in a farewell gesture, the uninvited neighbors joined in. Each of the women chose a rose for the lid of the casket and held tissues to their dry eyes. 
 
    Luke watched them closely, and the vibes pinging off the two of them tweaked his cop radar. 
 
    What are they up to? 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    After an hour’s drive back to New Orleans from the cemetery, Luke wondered how he’d get through the day. The death of his grandmother seemed to be crushing him. Seeing death in his job was the norm, but in his own family, he could hardly bear the weight of it. 
 
    Once inside the house, with its familiar feeling and aromas, he felt slightly better. Angelique had a lovely buffet luncheon laid out on the dining room table, waiting for them. Her down-home Cajun cooking couldn’t be beat. 
 
    Luke ushered Misty straight into the front parlor and sat her down on the loveseat. “I’ll get you tea and a little snack, sweetheart. Stay seated.” 
 
    “You’re spoiling me, Lukey.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her. “I could never spoil you enough.” 
 
    Most of the Houma people said their goodbyes at Gran’s grave and weren’t coming to New Orleans for coffee and refreshments. Luke thanked each one of them individually for their years of friendship with his beloved grandmother. 
 
      
 
    Fern and Marigold followed Luke as he drove back to New Orleans from Houma. Fern parked in their own driveway, then the two of them walked up the street to complete part three of their mission. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be happy to see us after seeing us at the funeral?” asked Marigold. 
 
    “They should. It was a helluva drive down there and back. It shows our commitment.” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it,” said Marigold. “To gain access into this great witch house and begin our path. It’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “Then ring the bell,” said Fern. “Let’s see if this great mastermind plan of yours gets us any closer to being powerful witches.” 
 
    “Don’t use that tone with me, Ferny. You want this as much as I do.” 
 
    Marigold hesitated for a second then pressed the button. A man in a black suit with long auburn hair opened the door. He’d been the one to turn them away a couple of times already. “We came to pay our respects on the loss of your grandmother.” 
 
    Luke held the door open and said nothing until they were standing in the foyer gawking around. “Coffee is in the dining room. Right through there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Fern, unnerved by the man’s studying gaze. “We are so very sorry for your loss, Mr. Hyslop.” 
 
    Marigold felt Luke’s eyes on her. She trudged into the dining room and noticed the wreaths hanging in a row on the dining room wall. “What exquisite harvest wreaths,” she said to Madam LeJeune senior. 
 
    Claire was pouring the coffee. “My daughter made them for Mabon. Aren’t they beautiful?” 
 
    “They are,” said Marigold.  
 
    “Do you celebrate the Sabbats?” asked Claire. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Marigold with enthusiasm. “We’re very dedicated to our calling.” 
 
    Fern butted in on Marigold’s conversation. “I noticed at the cemetery that Madam LeJeune will soon be having a baby. Will that be your first grandchild?” 
 
    Claire beamed. “It will. We’re all very excited awaiting his arrival.” 
 
    “It’s a boy, then?” asked Fern. 
 
    “Yes,” said Claire. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Fern. “Coffee would be wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    Luke took a cup of tea and a plate of food into the front parlor for Misty, then concentrated on watching the two women who had come to snoop around the house. He’d been a cop long enough to tell when people were up to no good. They gave off a different vibe, and often their body language gave them away quicker than anything they said. 
 
    What do these women want? 
 
    Luke made a trip to the sitting room at the back of the house to check on Rowanne, figuring she’d be sitting with Ben and the dogs, and she was. 
 
    “Did my father go home yet?” Rowanne asked. 
 
    “No, he’s with Misty in the front parlor.” 
 
    “Is he staying all day?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “I doubt it. Why?” 
 
    “Ben’s afraid of him.” 
 
    Ben frowned. “He wants to take my red-haired girl from me. He says I’m unsuitable to love her.” 
 
    Luke sat down next to Ben and smiled at the battered little fox boy. “You don’t have to be afraid of Sam. Gran has a plan worked out for the two of you for the future. You won’t be going back to Baton Rouge with Sam if I have anything to say about it, and I will because I’m the executor of Gran’s estate.” 
 
    “Gran has a plan?” Rowanne asked, brightening.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “We’ll get into that later. In the meantime, don’t let my brother make you feel bad about yourself, Ben. He’s been doing it to me my whole life, and you can’t give him that kind of power. You are loved and respected. You saved Rowanne more than once and have proven yourself more than suitable to love her.” 
 
    Rowanne hugged Luke tightly and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Uncle Luke. You will be such a good daddy to your baby boy. I’m marking the days off on my calendar.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Luke closed the door of the sitting room, and as he was passing the kitchen on the other side of the hallway, he noticed the two sisters edging warily along, working their way through the house. They were speaking to Angelique about Misty’s products in the stepback cupboard. 
 
    I’ve got to get them out of the house. 
 
    Sam called goodbye from the front door, and Luke hurried to the foyer to hug his brother. He said goodbye to Lynn, thinking she had a stabilizing effect on his brother. 
 
    He needs more than stabilizing, but it’s a start. 
 
    When Luke turned around, the women were gone. He hustled back to the kitchen and asked Angelique. “Where did those two women go?” 
 
    “I didn’t notice.” 
 
    Josiah laughed, and the eerie sound gave Luke a shiver. “I heard them say they are here to snoop and steal from Mystere, so I locked them in the basement.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes widened. “What? How did you do that, sir?” 
 
    “It was quite simple. I showed them an open door and presto—like magick, they walked through it.” 
 
    Luke opened the door to the cellar and called out. “Ladies, are you down there?” 
 
    Marigold bounded up the stairs with cobwebs in her dyed black hair. “Oh, we were trapped by accident in your basement. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Did you meet Old George, our basement ghost?” 
 
    Marigold squeaked. 
 
    Fern went pale. “Time for us to go home. Thank you for the coffee and the cake. And again, we’re sorry for your loss.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Marigold screamed when she got inside her own house. “Ferny, I was so scared in that basement. There was a ghost down there. I could hear him laughing at us.” 
 
    “I heard him too, sister. That is one place we should stay away from.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Tuesday, October 15th. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Maynard’s Office. New Orleans. 
 
    “Two weeks to go, young lady,” said Doctor Maynard. “Any complaints?” 
 
    Misty giggled. “Lots of them, but I’m not going there. I can cope with two more weeks of being huge and sitting around like a slug.” 
 
    Luke grinned. “We’re on the final stretch, and the whole family is hyped.” 
 
    “Let me check you out,” said the doctor. “Do you have a name picked out?” 
 
    “We’re still working that out,” said Misty as she lay on the table. “This week, it’s Pallando.” 
 
    “Tolkien?” 
 
    “One of the blue wizards.” 
 
    “A special child indeed,” said the doctor. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Charlotte, Diana, and Michele arrived at ten to nine for classes, but Claire had a different plan in mind. “Rowanne and I are shopping for the baby while Misty is at the doctor. We made a list of everything we need, and we’re heading for the baby store. You girls are welcome to join.” 
 
    Diana squealed. “This will be so much fun. I’ve never done baby shopping before.” 
 
    “The room is pale blue, and the furniture Luke bought is bleached wood, but there are no other colors,” said Claire. “We’re open for suggestions.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern spread all of their bills out on the kitchen table. “Look at this, Marigold.” Her sister didn’t turn around to look, and Fern raised her voice. “Stop washing the dishes and look.” 
 
    She didn’t. “I don’t want to look at the bills, Ferny. We can’t pay them anyway, so why bother.” 
 
    “This was all your stupid idea, Marigold. I never should have listened to you and moved here from Florida.” 
 
    Marigold slammed the mug she was washing into the drying-rack with too much force, and it cracked. “You can’t put this on me, Fern Rose. You wanted to do it. In fact, I think you suggested it first.” 
 
    Fern wasn’t about to admit or deny that. “Did you see all those products Madam LeJeune sells? She probably makes tons of money selling that stuff on the internet.” 
 
    “We could do that too if we knew how to make them and what was in them.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “How much room is left on our credit card?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll have to steal a credit card, then order the products and try to duplicate the recipes.” 
 
    Marigold smiled. “If we steal a credit card, we could pay those bills too.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “Still won’t pay the mortgage. Another payment is due on Hallowe’en.” 
 
    “Did you hear Madam LeJeune’s mother ask me if we observed the Sabbats?” 
 
    “I did. That’s one of the first things we learned was the Wiccan name for the holidays.” 
 
    “So then, we must call Hallowe’en by its proper name, Samhain.” Marigold dried her hands on the dishtowel. “Agreed. Now, where will we steal the credit card?” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Ben made a face as he limped into the kitchen with Nixa following him. He pulled out a chair, and a loud groan escaped him as he plopped down at the work table to eat the food Angelique had made for him. 
 
    “Your leg still hurts?” she asked. 
 
    “That stupid Rufus stuck his claw in me, and made a big hole in my leg.” 
 
    Angelique screwed up her face. “Let me see.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Luke said not to touch the bandage.” 
 
    Angelique rounded the table and knelt next to Ben. “It needs to be changed. Eat your lunch, and then I’ll fix it, so it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “We can’t touch it. Luke said.” 
 
    Angelique gave him a patient smile. “When Luke comes home and agrees, we’ll fix it. Yes?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Sam hadn’t slept well. All he could think about was Ben, the shifter, or whatever he was, ruining Rowanne’s life. In order to get his daughter back on track—finishing high school and applying to college—he had to get rid of Ben. There was no other choice. As long as Rowanne clung to Ben, her life could not move forward. 
 
    He and Lynn had argued the night before, and she’d gone home in a huff. Lynn’s theory was to leave them alone and let things miraculously work out on their own. 
 
    That won’t happen. Rowanne is too stubborn. 
 
    “Nope. It’s up to me to make it happen. I’m her father, and she’ll thank me in the end when she has an education and a decent life.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke noticed the two sisters getting into the Kia as they passed number seventeen.  
 
    “I don’t understand why they came to Gran’s funeral,” said Misty. “Why would they?” 
 
    “The same reason they’ve tried three times to see you, sweetheart. They want something from you.” 
 
    “But what do they want? I have nothing useful.” 
 
    “You do if they’re after power,” said Luke. “Your father overheard them, saying that they wanted your knowledge to be great witches.” 
 
    “Do you think they know about the book?” 
 
    “I don’t know how they could, but I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    “Daddy said he locked them in the basement with George.” Misty giggled. “I thought he was joking.” 
 
    “Your father said they were snooping around the house and staring at the products in the cupboard in the kitchen.” 
 
    “They were in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They won’t get in for a second look.” 
 
    Misty released her seatbelt the moment Luke turned off the truck. “Maybe I should just come out and ask them what they want. That might put a stop to whatever they’re doing.” 
 
    “I don’t want them upsetting you, sweetheart. We’re too close to the baby’s birth. I’ll take care of them.” 
 
      
 
    Jackson Square. New Orleans. 
 
    Fern found a parking spot a block away from the busy square, and Marigold wasn’t happy with her choice. “I’m not a fast runner, Ferny. If we have to make a run for it with people after us, I’ll never make it.” 
 
    “We won’t have to run, Mari. I’ve picked enough pockets to be good at it. I won’t get caught. They won’t even know I’m doing it. I’ll take a few wallets, and we’ll spread our bills around. We won’t hit the same card with all our debts.” 
 
    “You’re the smart one,” said Mari. “Mom always said you got the brains, and I got the looks.” 
 
    Fern chuckled at her sister. “Don’t wander off. I have to do this in a crowd, and as soon as I’m done, we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Don’t do it yet. I want to look at all the vendor’s booths first. We could learn a lot here.” 
 
    “That’s not what we’re here for today,” said Fern. “We don’t want anybody remembering we were here.” She pointed across the square. “I’m doing it now. See that busload of tourists coming this way?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I want you to bump into a couple of the old ladies and create a diversion. It will only take a second, and then we walk—we don’t run—straight back to the car. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” said Marigold. She turned and waddled towards the crowd of excited seniors, laughing and chatting and talking about getting psychic readings and having their fortunes told.  
 
    Fern gave Marigold the nod, and Mari crashed into two ladies carrying large tote bags. “Oh, I’m so sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was going. Let me help you pick those up.” 
 
    Marigold gave the woman her purse, and as she straightened up, she caught a glimpse of Fern hustling across the square in the direction of the car. Marigold apologized again and hurried to catch up. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Angelique made lunch for Luke and Misty when they returned from the doctor’s office and while they ate she filled them in on Ben. “His leg is hurting, and de bandage needs be changed. He wouldn’t let me do it. Said you won’t let him touch de bandage.” 
 
    Luke smiled. “He was pulling at it. And you know how he is, he’d pull it right off. I’ll help you do it after lunch.” 
 
    “Where are Mother and the girls?” asked Misty. 
 
    “Shopping for the baby. Dey had a list.” 
 
    “What list?” asked Luke. “I thought I have everything.” 
 
    “Madam Claire dit non,” said Angelique. 
 
    Misty laughed. “Right, I’m sure Mother has her own list.” 
 
    After lunch, Luke found Ben in the sitting room and pointed to his leg. “Angelique says you’re hurting.” 
 
    Ben nodded.  
 
    Luke knelt close to Ben. “I’m going to remove the bandage and take a look at the wound. Then we’ll put a new clean one on. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Carefully, Luke removed the tape, then unwound the gauze, and removed the pad to get a closer look at the nasty gash the bear’s claws had made. Ben’s skin was flaming red around the stitches.  
 
    “Oh, that does look sore, Ben. Did the hospital give you antiseptic cream to put on the stitches?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Rowanne talked to them.” 
 
    “Maybe Misty knows,” said Luke. “Stay here, don’t touch it, and I’ll ask her.” 
 
    Luke asked, and Misty pointed to the stepback cupboard. “We’re keeping it up there on the second shelf. Ben got hold of the tube and squeezed half of it out.” 
 
    Luke chuckled. “He likes to see how things work. Thanks, sweetheart. After you finish your tea, you should rest.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “All I do is rest. I need to exercise.” 
 
    “When I finish with Ben, we’ll take a slow shuffle down the back lane.” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Misty. “Ben can come too.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern and Marigold arrived home from Jackson Square, feeling proud of themselves. They ran into their dilapidated residence and locked the door behind them. 
 
    “How many cards did you get, Ferny?” 
 
    “I haven’t looked yet, Mari. Don’t get your undies in a tangle.” 
 
    Marigold’s fat cheeks flushed around her broad smile. “Good news, my beautiful kitty cats, we have money for cat food for y’all.” 
 
    “First the bills,” said Fern, “and then food, and third we’ll work on our little plan for the future.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Luke coated the stitched area on Ben’s leg with cream then fitted him with a new, sterile bandage. He taped it tightly in place and repeated the warning. “Don’t touch it, Ben.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. 
 
    Luke offered his hand and helped Ben stand up. “How does that feel?” 
 
    Ben smiled. “I like it. It feels clean and soft.” 
 
    “Misty and I are going to take a slow walk down the back lane, would you like to come with us and get some fresh air?” 
 
    “Outside?” Ben’s amber eyes lit up. 
 
    “Yes, outside. The dogs can come too.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” said Ben. 
 
    “Misty is putting her sweater on. Let’s take it slow and see how far we get.” 
 
    At the back gate, Luke pulled the latch pin and waited until the entire parade of people and dogs were in the lane before he closed it. “Slowly now, Ben. Misty can’t walk too fast.” 
 
    “My leg hurts.” 
 
    “I know,” said Luke. “How’s your arm?” 
 
    Ben tapped on the cast. “Hard like cement.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. That cast will come off in a few weeks, and your arm will be fixed.” 
 
    “Rowanne made a picture on my arm. I want to keep it.” 
 
    “You can keep your cast when they take it off. No law against it.” 
 
    “Oh, cute bunny,” Misty clamped her hand over her mouth but not in time. Ben saw the rabbit up the lane, and the pain in his leg evaporated. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, and he shifted and ran like the wind after the rabbit.  
 
    Nixa and Hoodoo took off in hot pursuit, trying to keep up to Ben, the quick red fox. Luke tried to catch all of them before the race turned into a disaster, but he wasn’t quite fast enough. 
 
    Through the fallen down fence behind number seventeen, the rabbit veered into the yard overgrown with grass and weeds. Ben sprinted and caught Mr. Bunny right in the middle of the yard. With one quick chomp, Ben ripped the bunny’s head off with his razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    Luke looked up and saw the creepy sisters staring out their window with their mouths hanging open. He scooped Ben up—much smaller in his fox mode—and ran down the lane.  
 
    “Turn around, sweetheart. Walk over, head for home. Something bad happened.” 
 
    Misty eyed the half rabbit hanging out of Ben’s mouth and nodded her head. “I see what happened.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Saturday, October 26th. 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Sam spent a week working out the glitches in his plan to get Rowanne back home, and today was the day he was putting it into action. He’d shared part of the plan with Lynn, but not all. She wouldn’t agree with all of it, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    Rowanne was the most important person in Sam’s life. 
 
    Lynn was a nice diversion, but she wasn’t as vital to Sam as his child. He’d do what he had to do to get Rowanne home and back on track. He poured himself his second cup of decaf, sat down at the kitchen table, and made the call. 
 
    “Hi, Daddy. You’re up early.” 
 
    “I’m making plans for the weekend, Row, and I want things to be better between you and me and Ben. Would you come up here for dinner if I came down and picked y’all up?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Daddy. Ben is afraid of you. He won’t want to come.” 
 
    “You can smooth him over, sweetheart. I want us to be family, and we have to start somewhere. One dinner is all I’m asking.” 
 
    “Is Lynn going to be there?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s excited about it, and she’s going to make a roast. Ben likes roast beef, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Sure. He’s a carnivore. He’s not fussy on what meat.” 
 
    “I thought so. Can I pick you up around two tomorrow?” 
 
    “Why so early?” 
 
    “Lynn had an idea, and I think it’s a good one. She wants to take you shopping for an hour for new clothes. My treat.” 
 
    “I have clothes, Daddy. I don’t care what I wear anymore. Ben taught me that much.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Ben, Daddy. That’s all, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart. I love you.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Fern opened the package FedEx dropped off at the front door. “It took three days to get here from just up the street, Mari. Not very good service.” 
 
    “Madam LeJeune had to pack the order and take it to the depot, and then after that…” 
 
    “Sure, I guess three days isn’t that long.” 
 
    “Let me see the jars,” said Marigold, “I want to list the ingredients and see what we need to buy.” 
 
    Fern picked up one of the jars and read the label. “This says all-natural—locally harvested ingredients. What do you think that means?” 
 
    “She went out and picked the stuff herself?” 
 
    “Sounds like it. How are we going to do that?” 
 
    Marigold frowned. “We’re not. We’ll make ours as close as we can to hers, but we’ll buy our ingredients.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the natural food store this afternoon.” 
 
    Marigold nodded. “I’m anxious to get started and get our website up and running. I can’t wait to be rich.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Luke sat at the kitchen, worktable with Misty’s laptop in front of him. Along with Claire and Angelique, they’d taken over the incoming orders during the last week of Misty’s pregnancy. She spent most of her waking hours in the sitting room with Ben watching the nature channel and snacking on beef jerky. 
 
    Luke frowned as he tapped the screen with the end of his pen. “We shipped an order the other day to those nosy neighbors down the street. Why are they ordering from the website?” 
 
    Claire arched a brow. “I certainly don’t read all the addresses. The label program spits them out, and we stick them on. We must not have noticed.” 
 
    “Something is not right with those two women, and I’m going to go find out what it is.” Luke stood up and felt for his holster out of habit. 
 
    I won’t need a gun. Not yet. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Heat prickled the back of his neck the entire walk. Luke was more than a little worked up by the time he reached number seventeen. He stepped onto the front porch, pressed the bell, and looked down at the jagged broken board that could turn into someone’s broken leg. 
 
    The tall sister opened the door. “Mr. Hyslop, what a nice surprise. Please come in.” 
 
    “Thank you. I was helping my wife with her natural products and noticed that you and your sister ordered quite a supply the other day.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “Oh, yes. We love Madam LeJeune’s products. We’re trying them all.” 
 
    Luke nodded, not quite convinced. “I wanted to make sure they arrived and that they were legitimate purchases.” 
 
    “Oh, my yes. Marigold and I love the stuff. All-natural ingredients—what could be better?” 
 
    “What do you ladies do for a living?” Luke sneaked a look around while he edged a little farther down the hall.  
 
    “We don’t need to work for a living. Our mother left us enough money to get by on. We’re hoping to do some repairs on the house soon.” She cackled out a laugh. “You must have noticed the old place needs it.” 
 
    “Yes, our house too. Old houses take lots of maintenance.” 
 
    “So nice of you to drop by, Mr. Hyslop. I hope we can be friends with Madam LeJeune too after she has her baby.” 
 
    Luke couldn’t hold back the grin at the mention of the baby. “That will be very soon.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Luke sat down beside Misty and gave his report on the two sisters. “They said they love the products. Big fans of all-natural—what could be better? But the jars were stacked on their kitchen table opened. I have never seen two more guilty women.” 
 
    “Guilty of what?” asked Claire. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but I’ll find out. They have three cats too. All of them are black.” 
 
    “That’s not a crime.” Misty giggled, then let out a little squeal when she got a cramp. 
 
    “What?” Luke jumped to his feet. “Is it time?” 
 
    “No. Merlin won’t be born until Samhain.” 
 
    Luke laughed and shook his head. “I know that’s what you want, sweetheart, but what if he has other ideas?” 
 
    “He doesn’t. He’s just testing us.” 
 
      
 
    Rowanne walked into the kitchen, holding Ben’s hand. “Can I run something by you, Uncle Luke?” 
 
    “Sure.” Luke looked up from the orders on Misty’s laptop. “Sit down and take a load off. What’s up?” 
 
     “Daddy called. He wants to pick Ben and me up tomorrow and take us home for dinner. He says he wants to make peace with us and get things to a better place.” 
 
    “And how do you and Ben feel about it?” 
 
    “Ben is afraid to go and apprehensive.” 
 
    “Understandable, knowing how Sam feels about the two of you.” 
 
    “Daddy said Lynn would be there. He said it would be a little bit of shopping, a quiet dinner, and then he’d bring us right back. He said he’d be nice to Ben.” 
 
    Luke smiled. “I realize you don’t like being mad at him, Rowanne. If the dinner goes well, maybe you two could mend your relationship.” 
 
    “Then you think we should try?” 
 
    “Hey, I choose to love my brother even though he doesn’t think the way I do. I’ll let you two decide how you want to handle things. I do hope that you can work things out. Bad feelings in a family aren’t healthy.” 
 
    Rowanne nodded and smiled at Ben. “I think we can do it. It’s only one afternoon, and I won’t let Daddy be mean to you.” 
 
    The look on Ben’s pale face told the story.  
 
    He wasn’t convinced. 
 
      
 
    Misty climbed into bed and rubbed a gentle caress over her baby bump. “Five days to go, Lukey. We have to put the decorations up tomorrow and prepare for Samhain.” 
 
    “I’ll decorate the front lawn for the children. You and the girls can start on the inside of the house. I’m so excited for our son’s arrival… look, I’ve got goosebumps.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Sunday, October 27th. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Ben was antsy at breakfast. The sausages he usually gobbled down sat untouched on his plate.  
 
    “Aren’t you hungry, sugar?” asked Misty. 
 
    Ben shook his head, his amber eyes flashing terror signals. 
 
    Luke sighed. “You don’t have to be afraid of Sam, buddy. My brother isn’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “He will hurt me when he says I can’t be with Rowanne.” 
 
    “Rowanne will be with you, Ben,” said Misty. “It’s just a visit, some dinner, and back home. You can do it.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. 
 
    “I’m going to call Daddy and cancel for today,” said Rowanne. “Ben doesn’t want to go, and he’s getting upset.” 
 
    Misty nodded. “Maybe that would be best. At least until he’s feeling better. He’s still recovering.” 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Sam sat at the kitchen table drinking decaf and going over his plan in his mind. He had it all worked out, and it should work perfectly. Rowanne wouldn’t be able to blame him for Ben being gone, and she’d come home and settle down after she spent a few days moping around missing Ben. 
 
    Lynn came downstairs, her hair damp from the shower. “You look happy this morning, Sam. Is it because Rowanne agreed to come for dinner?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “That tells me she hasn’t given up the idea completely about moving home at some point.” 
 
    “Well, when you pick them up, don’t start nagging on them. Be nice and let them relax. You’ll get better results with honey.” 
 
    “You’re right, Lynn. I appreciate you helping me out with the cooking.” 
 
    “I’ll get everything ready for the oven,” said Lynn. “The roast will cook itself while I take Rowanne shopping. How much do you want to give her for new clothes?” 
 
    “Does a two hundred sound okay? I want to cheer her up.” 
 
    “Sure, she can get new jeans and a jacket for fall,” said Lynn. “Girls love new clothes.” 
 
    Sam’s cell rang, and he frowned when he saw it was Rowanne. “Hey, sweetie, everything okay?” 
 
    “Umm… I don’t think we’re going to come, Daddy. Ben is too nervous about it, and frankly, I’m not looking forward to it myself. You haven’t been nice to us lately.” 
 
    “Rowanne, I swear, I’ll be on my best behavior—no nagging or lecturing—and we’ll have a fun day together. After dinner, I’ll drive you back to Misty’s. Nothing unpleasant will happen.” 
 
    “I don’t like being mad at you all the time, Daddy. That’s the only reason I’m considering coming.” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at two like we planned.” Sam pressed end and blew out a breath. 
 
    “Was she trying to cancel?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Uh-huh. Ben doesn’t want to come.” 
 
    “Why would he?” Lynn’s voice had an icy edge to it. “You treat him like an animal.” 
 
    “You make me sound like a monster.” 
 
    “Kindness and understanding aren’t two of your strongest virtues, Sam. In fact, you sadly lack in those areas.” 
 
    “I’m trying to do better.” 
 
    “If you weren’t, I wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    She’s not going to be happy at the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Ben paced unhappily after Rowanne told him they were still going. She tried to placate him, but nothing she promised him helped in the slightest. Ben was convinced the visit would be a disaster for him. 
 
    “Perhaps we should cast a calming spell for Ben,” said Claire. “It would help him get through the day.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, Mother.” She turned to Luke. “Would you go up and get the Book of Shadows, Beb? I remember a good one somewhere in the middle.” 
 
    “I think it’s on page one ninety-eight,” said Josiah. 
 
    “Are you guessing?” asked Claire. 
 
    “No, my darling. I am not.” 
 
    Claire giggled. “I believe you, dear.” 
 
    Luke ran upstairs and got the book. When he returned, he opened it to page one ninety-eight, and there was the calming spell. “Good one, Josiah. You called it.” 
 
    “Gratifying to know I was right once in my life.” He chuckled. “Or, not life.” 
 
    Luke pushed the book closer to Misty so she could read the spell.  
 
    “Ma cher, shall we use a black candle to absorb Ben’s negative energy while we cast the calming spell?” 
 
    “Oui,” said Angelique, “shall I dress it for you?” 
 
    “I’ll do it. Pass me the oil, Mother, would you, please?” 
 
    Angelique placed the altar cloth in the middle of the table, and Luke lit the candle as soon as Misty had it ready. 
 
    “I’ll get Ben,” said Rowanne. She retrieved him from the sitting room, where he spent most of his time with the two dogs and sat him down at the end of the table. Rowanne sat next to Ben and held his hand. “Listen to Misty.” 
 
    Ben nodded. 
 
    Too big and bulky to stand on her chair, Misty stood up and raised her hands in the air.  
 
      
 
    Goddess of the moon 
 
    Hear my plea 
 
    Remove all Ben’s  
 
    Negativity 
 
    Fill his mind 
 
    With thoughts serene 
 
    Peace and calm 
 
    Lake blue, forest green 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    When she sat down, she pointed to the golden flame dancing in the center of the pillar. “Concentrate on the candle flame, Ben. Let yourself relax.” 
 
      
 
    Sam arrived alone at two o’clock to pick Ben and Rowanne up. He came in for a coffee with Luke, and they chatted amiably for a few minutes until Sam seemed anxious to get going. “Lynn is waiting for us with drinks and snacks,” he said with a smile. “We should get going.” 
 
    Rowanne hugged Luke. “We’ll be back later.” 
 
    Ben rode in the back seat alone and never uttered a word the whole way. Sam chatted to Rowanne as if good feelings had been restored between them, but still skeptical and wary of her father’s new attitude, Rowanne didn’t have much to say. 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Sam parked in the driveway and shut off the engine. “Welcome home, Rowanne. Uh… you too, Ben.” 
 
    Lynn met them at the door, wearing a big smile. “I’m so happy you two decided to come for dinner. Sam has been missing y’all so much.” 
 
    She held the door open and then closed it behind them. “I’ve got snacks ready in the kitchen. What would you like to drink?” She beamed a smile at Rowanne. “While dinner cooks. Rowanne and I will do a little shopping and update her wardrobe.” 
 
    “Ben and I will watch the ballgame while you girls shop till y’all drop,” said Sam with a laugh. 
 
    Rowanne stared at her father, not quite believing his jovial mood. 
 
    Ben was terrified to stay alone with Sam, but he kept his fear to himself and didn’t protest. 
 
    Rowanne reached for Ben’s hand and spoke on his behalf. “Ben loves the nature channel, Daddy, if he tires of watching a ballgame… ” 
 
    Sam smiled, and Rowanne felt prickles up the back of her neck. “Sure, I get the nature channel on cable.” 
 
    Lynn passed around the snacks, and Ben managed to eat several of the piggies in blankets.  
 
    “These are good.” Ben was happiest when eating. 
 
    Lynn checked the roast in the oven, then picked up her purse and car keys. “We won’t be long. I want to get back to bake the biscuits before dinner.” 
 
    Rowanne hugged Ben before they left and whispered to him, “Daddy will be nice. He promised me.” 
 
      
 
    Sam stood at the door with a smile on his face and watched Lynn drive away with Rowanne. He turned with purpose and went back to the kitchen. “Come on, Ben, let’s get settled in the living room and watch the game.” 
 
    Ben ate one more piggy then stood up to follow Sam. “Rowanne said you’d be nice, and you wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    Sam chuckled as he reached for the Taser. “I might have lied a little to Rowanne. Just a tiny bit.” He leaned close to Ben and zapped him on the neck. 
 
    Ben’s body went rigid, and he flopped over sideways on the sofa, his muscles jolting and twitching. 
 
    Sam went to work. He pulled plastic ties out of his pocket and secured Ben’s hands in front of him. Then, he stuck his head out the front door, checking for nosy neighbors and saw none. He lifted Ben’s broken body and carried him out to the car. He laid Ben across the back seat, jumped behind the wheel, slightly out of breath, and took off for the forest. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    After driving half an hour north, Sam noticed that Ben had revived in the back seat, and he watched him in the rearview struggling against the plastic restraints around his wrists. 
 
    He’s strong for a young boy. 
 
    “As soon as we get there, Ben, I’ll take those off. I’m not cruel, and I’m not a murderer. I just want my daughter to live at home and go to school. Is that so wrong?” 
 
    “Rowanne is mine,” growled Ben. He grew agitated, struggling to get free. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. She was mine first and always will be.” Sam parked the car on the side of the narrow road the ran along the south side of the forest. Thinking his plan was working perfectly, he hopped out and opened the back door of the car. 
 
    Sam leaned in with a Swiss Army knife and cut the ties binding Ben’s wrists together. 
 
    Snap. 
 
      
 
    Consumed by fear and anger, Ben shifted and jumped off the car seat straight at Sam. With a growl, Ben sank sharp teeth into Sam’s arm and knocked him backward onto the road.  
 
    Ben sprinted over Sam as he lay there moaning, ran through the fence, and disappeared into the forest that he knew so well. He never looked back. Ben knew his way through the woods, and he wasn’t afraid of Sam anymore. 
 
    He could outrun and outwit Ben in the woods. He was only sad because Rowanne wasn’t with him. 
 
    Quick as a fox, Ben covered a lot of ground in record time. He arrived at the clearing where the hunting shack should have been and was surprised to find it wasn’t there anymore. Even the floor was gone. Maybe the park people took it away when they came to get dead Rufus. 
 
    The only thing left was the circle of stones around his fire pit. He’d have to look for a new place to sleep. 
 
      
 
    Sam struggled to get up from the road. He’d whacked his head hard when he fell, and nausea seemed to be filling him. He rolled over and threw up.  
 
    With that out of the way, he stood up and wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket. He tasted blood, examined his coat, and the sleeve was soaked through. 
 
    Sam pulled his arm out of his jacket to see the damage, and that’s when his brain trigged in, and the pain hit him. A big chunk was ripped out of his forearm. He’d had a bad dog bite when he was younger, but this appeared to be way more savage. 
 
    “Ben bit me,” Sam mumbled as he sat behind the wheel and searched the glove box for something to stop the bleeding. There was nothing he could use. He wound the sleeve of his jacket around his arm and tied it as tightly as he could. 
 
    “I need a clinic.” 
 
      
 
    North Baton Rouge. 
 
    On the drive back home, Sam searched for medical help, but there was nothing available on the highway. The first walk-in clinic he came to was on the north fringe of the city. 
 
    Feeling light-headed and woozy, he stood at the front desk with his blood-soaked jacket wrapped around his arm.  
 
    “Can I help you?” A gray-haired nurse looked up at him. 
 
    “A dog bit me, and I need stitches.” 
 
    “Okay. The doctor is with a patient. Could you give me your medical insurance information?” 
 
    Sam pulled out his wallet and gave her the card from B.R. Engineering, the company he worked for. 
 
    “Follow me, and I’ll have a look at the bite.” She led him down a short hallway into an examination room. “Would you remove your jacket from your arm, sir?” 
 
    Sam clenched his teeth in anticipation of the pain coming his way when he exposed the bite. As carefully as he could, he pulled the fabric away from the wound. He’d pressed hard on it to stop the bleeding, and his jacket was stuck to the jagged hole in his arm. 
 
    The nurse screwed up her face as she got a look at the damage Ben’s sharp teeth had done. “Oh, that’s nasty. What kind of dog was it?” She took supplies out of the cupboard and cleaned his arm up. Then she readied a tray of instruments. 
 
    Sam nodded. “Umm… I’m not sure. Kind of a mutt.” 
 
    “I’ll get the doctor for you. We have to close that up.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The room swam in front of Sam’s eyes, and he was sure he was going to pass out. 
 
    The nurse returned with a young-looking doctor who took charge. “That is a nasty bite, sir. No matter how I stitch it, you will be left with a significant scar.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Sam. “Make it stop hurting.” 
 
    “I’ll freeze the area all around where I’m going to work and when you leave, I’ll give you a script for pain. A tear this severe won’t heal overnight.” 
 
    Sam looked away while the freezing went in but felt some relief right away. Staring at the doctor’s diplomas on the opposite wall, Sam sat perfectly still while the doctor worked.  
 
    His biggest worry was not getting home before Rowanne and Lynn returned from their shopping trip. He had to be home before them to make his plan work. 
 
    What will I say about the stitches? I’ll have to hide them. 
 
    Sam broke many speed limits racing home from the clinic. 
 
      
 
    Sam let out a sigh of relief when he saw Lynn’s car wasn’t in the driveway. He hadn’t even stopped to pick up the pain medication, fearing Lynn and Rowanne would be home before he got there. He’d driven all the way from the clinic using only his right hand. His left arm flopped at his side like a piece of deadwood. 
 
    He unlocked the front door and ran straight upstairs to change his dirty and blood-stained clothes. He pulled on a clean pair of khakis and took a long-sleeved sweatshirt out of his drawer, hoping it would hide the thick bandage. 
 
    After he washed his face and brushed his hair, he ran downstairs. As he reached the bottom of the steps, Sam heard Lynn’s car turn into the driveway. His heart raced as he booked it into the kitchen, poured himself a drink with a shaking hand, and sat down at the table, trying to appear relaxed. 
 
      
 
    Rowanne and Lynn returned after shopping at the mall, and the house was filled with the delicious aroma of meat and vegetables roasting in the oven. 
 
    “Ben, where are you?” Rowanne set her bags down in the front hall. “Come and see what I bought for you.” 
 
    Ben didn’t appear, and she figured he must be eating. She walked into the kitchen, looking for him. “Where’s Ben, Daddy?” 
 
    “Rowanne, I have to tell you something, and it’s not something you want to hear.” 
 
    Rowanne screamed. “What did you do to him, Daddy? I promised Ben you wouldn’t hurt him.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt him, Rowanne, listen to me.” Sam grabbed her by her shoulders and held onto her. “He wouldn’t stay with me after y’all left. He ran out the front door and down the street. I tried to catch him, but I couldn’t.” Sam shook his head. “Can’t tell you how bad I feel, Rowanne. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “You’re lying, Daddy.” Rowanne screamed. “You did something to Ben. He wouldn’t run away and leave me. He would never do that.” She pounded on Sam’s chest and pushed him back into the table. “What did you do to him? I hate you, Daddy. I’m leaving this house and never coming back.”  
 
    “Rowanne wait,” said Lynn. “Let your father explain. I don’t think he would hurt Ben.” 
 
    “Yes, he would. Daddy’s mean when he doesn’t get what he wants, and he hates Ben.” She picked up her backpack and ran out the front door. She could hear her father calling her from the doorway, but she didn’t look back. 
 
    Once she reached the bus shelter on the corner, Rowanne ran inside, sat down, and stopped crying long enough to call Luke.  
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke and Claire were in the nursery putting away all the new things the girls had bought for the baby when his cell rang. As soon as he saw her name on the screen, his heart pounded. “Oh, no. Please, Sam, don’t be mean to the kids.” 
 
    Claire stopped folding and listened to Luke take the call. 
 
    “Rowanne, are you all right?” 
 
    “Uncle Luke, I knew this would happen.” Rowanne sobbed between sentences. “Daddy did something to Ben. He’s gone. Daddy said Ben ran away, but I know he’s lying.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in half an hour. Listen to me, Rowanne. Don’t go anywhere. Wait for me at Sam’s house so I can find you. We’ll go from there.” 
 
    “I promised Ben this wouldn’t happen. He believed me.”  
 
    “I gave him assurances too. This is my fault for trusting my brother. I’ll make him tell me what he did with Ben. Hang on Rowanne. Half an hour and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “I’m in the bus shelter on the corner,” sobbed Rowanne. “I can’t go back to the house.” 
 
    “Okay. Don’t move. Promise me?” 
 
    “I’ll wait for you, Uncle Luke. I promise.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Claire. 
 
    “Ben’s gone, and Rowanne’s sure Sam had something to do with it.” 
 
    “The boy has been through so much.” 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Lynn fumed in the kitchen after Rowanne ran out. “What did you do, Sam? Where is Ben?” 
 
    “He ran away just like I told Rowanne.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you, Sam Hyslop. Every day you make things worse with your daughter. I don’t like this side of you, Sam. You’re dishonest and manipulative. You’re not the kind of person I want to spend time with.” Lynn grabbed her jacket. 
 
    “Don’t leave, Lynn. I need you.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I thought we had the beginning of a relationship, but I was so wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Luke left New Orleans heartsick for Ben. How could Sam be so cruel to his own daughter? Had Sam done something to cause Ben to run away? As he drove, Luke stared at the white line. “If you’ve done something to hurt that kid, you won’t be my brother any longer, Sam Hyslop.” 
 
    Twenty-seven minutes later, Luke pulled the Explorer to a stop in front of the bus stop at the corner of his brother’s street, and Rowanne got in. He reached over and held her hand for a moment. “We’ll find Ben. I’m going to talk to Sam, and I want you to stay in the car while I’m in the house.” 
 
    Rowanne nodded. “Okay. I hate him a lot right now, so that might be best.” 
 
    Luke parked in Sam’s driveway and left Rowanne in the truck. He strode up to the front door and walked in without knocking.  
 
    Sam was in the kitchen, carving meat off the roast and putting it on a plate.  
 
    “Where’s Lynn?” asked Luke. 
 
    “She had things to do and couldn’t stay for dinner.” Sam pointed to the dining room table already set. “You might as well have dinner with me since you’re here. Where’s Rowanne?” 
 
    “She’s in the truck.” 
 
    “Bring her in, and we’ll all have dinner,” said Sam. 
 
    “It’s best if she waits out there,” said Luke. “I want you to tell me the truth, Sam. What did you do to Ben?” 
 
    Sam stood with the carving knife in his right hand. His left arm seemed to be hanging oddly at his side. “Honestly, Luke, I didn’t do anything. He took off out the front door, and that was the end of it. Gone. I can’t run since my heart surgery, and I had to let him go.” 
 
     “I don’t believe you. When we were kids, I always knew when you were lying to me, and you’re lying now.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “If you got rid of Ben thinking it was the way to get Rowanne back home, you’re going about it the wrong way. She’ll never forgive you for this.” 
 
    “She will forgive me in a few weeks, because I didn’t do anything, and then she’ll come home where she belongs. I want her to finish high school and go to college, Luke. Can’t you see what's best for her?” 
 
    “Education is important, but you can’t force your will on her, Sam. The harder you push her, the harder she’s going to dig in and stand her ground.” 
 
    “Tell her I’ll be waiting right here for her when she decides to come home. I love my daughter, Luke. I’d do anything to protect her and give her a future.” 
 
    “Anything? Like getting rid of her boyfriend?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “I didn’t. You have to believe me.” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Rowanne sat in the passenger seat and cried silently all the way back to New Orleans. “Why does Daddy have to be so mean, Uncle Luke? He never used to be like that.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Rowanne. His behavior lately has been out of character. Maybe it has something to do with the trauma of the surgery. Let’s forget about him for now and concentrate on finding Ben. Misty and Claire will be able to get a fix on where he is. Once we know his whereabouts, we’ll go find him.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d run back to the forest?” 
 
    “It’s a long way to go,” said Luke, “but he might.” 
 
    “Do you think he went there on his own?” asked Rowanne. 
 
    Luke shook his head. “No, honey, I don’t. I think Sam did something, but I don’t know what.” 
 
    “I hope Misty can see where he is. I should have listened harder when he was so frightened to go. This is my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Rowanne. The dinner invitation, the shopping trip to make sure you and Lynn were gone for a while… I think Sam planned the whole thing. I don’t know what he did with Ben, and that’s what we have to find out as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Misty pulled Rowanne into a hug when she came in through the back door. “Sit down and have some tea, and we’ll decide what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Nixa ran to Rowanne with her tail wagging. “I’m happy to see you too, Nixa. I wish you were with Ben wherever he is keeping him company.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” asked Misty. “We have lots of leftovers from dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, Misty. I didn’t get to eat at Daddy’s, and neither did Ben.” 
 
    “Luke, you should eat too, then we’ll burn some candles and see where Ben is.” 
 
      
 
    Baton Rouge. 
 
    Sam sat alone after he finished the delicious dinner Lynn had made. He was the only one who’d eaten any of it, and he felt bad about it. All that food wasted.  
 
    While he put the leftovers away, he poured himself a shot of bourbon and wondered about calling Lynn to apologize. What would he say? I thought I was doing the right thing? She was a smart woman. She wouldn’t buy that.  
 
    But it was the right thing.  
 
    Sam was still convinced Ben was a savage animal. Look what he’d done to Sam’s arm. Sam patted the bandage under his sweater, thankful no one had noticed.  
 
    He had to go to Walgreens for the pain meds. He’d need them if he expected to get any sleep. He’d go in a few minutes. 
 
    First, he had to try talking to Lynn. He picked up his cell and pressed her number. 
 
    “Why are you calling me, Sam? I said we were through, and I meant every word of it.” 
 
    “What would it take for me to redeem myself?” 
 
    “It would take a helluva lot, Sam. Starting with Ben and Rowanne. And not just for me, you have to make it up to Ben, or you’ve lost Rowanne for good.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “That’s what I know. She adores Ben, and right now, you are lower than a snake to her.” 
 
    “Can you come over and we can talk about it?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. After you fix up the mess you’ve made of your family, I might talk to you. Until that time, we have nothing to talk about.” 
 
    Sam stared at his phone. Lynn was gone. 
 
    He tried Luke’s number. “I’m calling to make sure you got home safely with Rowanne.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” hollered Luke. “What do you want, Sam?” 
 
    “I want to fix my family, that’s what I want.” 
 
    “I’ll never consider speaking to you again unless you tell me where Ben is.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, you better figure out in a hurry, buddy. Until then, Sam Hyslop, you are no brother of mine.” 
 
    Sam poured himself a fresh shot of bourbon, trying to erase his brother’s words from his brain. His whole family would hate him forever unless Ben returned to them. He didn’t want Ben back, but maybe he’d made a mistake. 
 
    Sam downed his shot of bourbon, grabbed the bottle, his jacket, and headed for his car. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Candles glowed brightly in the front parlor as Misty, Rowanne, Angelique, Luke, and Claire circled the oak table and focused their combined psychic powers on finding Ben. 
 
    Rowanne had provided several personal articles belonging to Ben that might hold the needed energy. She held the arrow he’d made into a wand.  
 
    Misty held a little carving of Hoo Ben made her. 
 
    Claire held his bow. 
 
    Angelique clutched the satin doll he’d sewn for Rowanne for Valentine’s Day, and Luke held the rabbit’s foot Ben had saved from his latest kill. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of absolute concentration, the consensus was the same. All of them had seen Ben in the woods. Alone and searching for a place to sleep. 
 
    “We’ll drive up to the forest in the morning and look for him,” said Luke. “Claire and Angelique will take care of Misty. Rowanne and I will go.” 
 
    Rowanne nodded. “We will be faster with only the two of us, and I know some of the places Ben might be.” 
 
    “Let’s get some sleep, Row. We’ll get an early start.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Drunk and distraught over what he’d done to his family, Sam turned down the road leading to the forest and parked in the same spot he’d parked earlier in the day. 
 
    He looked towards the trees and realized he couldn’t see a thing. He’d have to wait until morning to look for Ben. Even though finding Ben and bringing him back to Rowanne was the last thing he wanted to do, he had to—if he wanted a chance to make things right with his daughter. 
 
    The pain in his arm had dulled with each shot of bourbon he consumed, but whether it was enough to get him through the night, only time would tell. 
 
    Sam reclined the driver’s seat and closed his eyes.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Monday, October 28th. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Ben woke at first light. He’d gathered leaves and pine needles and made himself a little den between two big boulders. He’d felt safe there overnight, but with the hunting shack gone, he’d have to find a new permanent place to live. 
 
    He wasn’t worried. The forest teemed with perfect places for foxes to live. He just had to find the one he liked best. 
 
    As he jumped up and began to hunt for his first meal of the day, he thought of Rowanne and how lonely it was without her. Would he ever see her again? Not with her mean father coming between them. 
 
    Will Rowanne come to the forest to look for me? 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke and Rowanne packed for a day in the woods and factored in the possibility of sleeping over. “I don’t want to be away overnight if we can help it, Rowanne. With Misty this close to delivering Pallando, I want to be close by.” 
 
    “Then we should look during the day, and you come back tonight,” said Rowanne. “I’ll stay there and keep looking if we haven’t found him. He will smell me from miles away and come looking for me. He might find us before we find him.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “I keep forgetting about the extra animal senses Ben has. He might help us out.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Sam woke with a hangover, hugging his bourbon bottle like a teddy bear. Blinding bright light shone through the windshield of his car, and seared his foggy brain. Where was he? Why was he sleeping in his car?  
 
    It took him several minutes to remember the events of the previous day, and when he put it all together, the guilt and nausea washed over him like a raging tsunami. 
 
    He opened the car door and staggered over to the ditch to throw up and to relieve himself. The pain in his arm was almost more than he could bear, but it was his own stupid fault. Of course, Ben bit him. Rowanne had told him a dozen times that Ben was afraid of him. And then, he’d Tasered him. 
 
    Ben had the response of a cornered animal. 
 
    Even when he saw Ben shift in the scuffle with the bear, Sam hadn’t quite believed it. He kept telling himself it was impossible. But Ben was part fox. 
 
    Ignoring the signs telling him to keep off the state-owned land, Sam climbed the fence and landed unsteadily on the other side. He held onto the fence post and stared at the wall of trees in front of him.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this,” he mumbled to himself, “but if I don’t find Ben, Rowanne will never speak to me again. Why couldn’t I see this would happen? Why did I think my plan was the way to go?” 
 
    Sam trudged forward through the trees, still mumbling to himself and wondering how he could have been so stupid. “Now I’ve lost Lynn too, and she was nice. Good company and good in bed. If I find Ben and fix my family, maybe Lynn will reconsider and come back to me.” 
 
    Sam shivered as he pushed branches out of his way and stumbled through the trees. He glanced around, looking for a marker of some kind, and there were none. “Will I be able to find my way out of here?” He pulled his cell out of his pocket and enabled the GPS. “I still have a signal.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Claire welcomed her students at nine a.m. and put the girls straight to work. “Come in, girls. We’re beginning preparations for Samhain today. There’s much decorating to do, and we have to go to the market for some pumpkins.” 
 
    “I love this time of year,” said Diana. “It’s my favorite.” 
 
    “As our year-end, it’s a big holiday indeed.” Claire pointed to the boxes in the hallway by the kitchen. “Luke brought the decorations up from the basement for us before he left for the forest.” 
 
    “Did Misty make the decorations, Madam?” asked Michele. 
 
    “She made many of them. Some we’ve had for years.” 
 
    “Mother,” Misty hollered from the kitchen. “I need you.” 
 
    Misty’s panicked tone had Claire sprinting down the hallway and into the kitchen. “What’s happening? Did you have pain?” 
 
    Tears brimmed up in Misty’s green eyes as she held her side. “Yes.” 
 
    Claire gathered her daughter and steered her out of the kitchen. “You should lie down in the sitting room. These hard wooden chairs are no good for you.” 
 
    “I have new orders to be filled and packed. I should help Angelique.” 
 
    “Girls,” called Claire, “we need to split into teams. “Michele and I will start putting up decorations while Charlotte and Diana help Angelique with the orders.” 
 
    “Is the baby coming today?” asked Diana. 
 
    “No, he can’t,” said Misty as she shuffled towards the door of the sitting room. “He has to wait three more days.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t want to wait?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    Misty giggled. “Then, we’ll put a holding spell on him.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Luke turned left onto the road that led to the south side of the forest, and Rowanne pointed. “That looks like Daddy’s car, Uncle Luke. Why would he be here?” 
 
    “Only one reason I can think of. He’s here because Ben is here, plain and simple.” 
 
    “Did he bring Ben here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Rowanne, but we’ll find out the true story when we find both of them.” 
 
    “Yes, we will, and I bet I won’t like it. He tried to hurt Ben, Uncle Luke. I dreamed about it, and I felt it yesterday. The feeling was strong.” 
 
    Luke nodded as he turned off the key. “The vibes I got from Sam yesterday were not the best. I was fairly sure he was lying to me, and I’m getting some now from Misty that are making me nervous. Let me touch base with her before we lose service.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You should.” Rowanne stood by the fence and lit up a Tijuana while Luke called. 
 
    “Misty isn’t answering her cell.” 
 
    “Talk to Claire,” said Rowanne. 
 
    “Right.” Luke’s hand shook as he pressed Claire’s contact. “Misty isn’t answering. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “We just made her comfortable in the sitting room. She had one pain, but it is likely braxton hicks. She’s fine, but I don’t think you should be away overnight.” 
 
    “I won’t be, Claire. I’d already decided to drive back.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Is Misty okay?” asked Rowanne. 
 
    “She’s lying down. That tells me something. Misty never lies down in the morning.” 
 
    “Let’s get going,” said Rowanne. “You’ll have to be out of the woods before dark to drive back home.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Fern spent the past two days following instructions on how to make a website. “How does this look, Mari? Do you like the picture at the top of the screen?” 
 
    Marigold stood behind Fern and stared at the picture of the jars and bottles with the new rose brand labels on them. “Rose Remedies, I love it, Ferny. We look so professional.” 
 
    “The site is up, so you better get the products made before the orders come pouring in. Take the car and the list and go shopping.” 
 
    “Which one of these credit cards should I use?” 
 
    “Veronica Holt. We haven’t used her card for anything yet. I’m keeping a list of what we’ve charged on each.” 
 
    Marigold picked the card up and put it into her wallet. “Come on, Veronica. Let’s go shopping.” 
 
    “Don’t come back until you find everything we need. We can’t leave out any of the ingredients. People will know.” 
 
    “How will they know?” asked Marigold. 
 
    “Umm… maybe they won’t know but try to get everything on the list. You may have to go to the Square and check all the vendors.” 
 
    “Why can’t you help me?” 
 
    “Because I can’t be in two places at once, Mari. I’m doing this, and it’s important. Go and get it done. Don’t have one of your lazy fits and quit before you have everything. I won’t let you in the house.” 
 
    Marigold smiled. “You wouldn’t lock me out, Ferny.” 
 
    “Yes, I would. You’re a slacker, Marigold Rose, and you never pull your weight.” 
 
    Marigold sighed, picked up the keys to the Kia, said goodbye to the cats, and left. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Sam stared at the forest floor beneath his feet and tried to see the path he and Lynn had followed the last time they’d been here in this wilderness. It seemed to have disappeared or become overgrown in just a short time.  
 
    Plodding ahead, he kept thinking he’d come to the hunting shack soon. He’d been walking for a couple of hours.  
 
    As Sam sobered up and the bourbon hangover wore off, the throbbing in his arm became more evident and harder to ignore. He should have filled the prescription before coming.  
 
    What was I thinking? 
 
    He sat down on a log and held his head in his hands. Had he ever felt worse? And he wasn’t supposed to be over-exerting himself yet—doctor’s orders.  
 
    Rustling in the leaves behind him, made Sam turn around. A big black bear was only five feet from him. The big beast opened its mouth and let out a growl, so loud it rumbled in his lungs. Sam jumped to his feet and ran.  
 
    Not knowing or caring where he was going, Sam ran the best marathon of his life. Behind him, he could hear the pounding of the massive bear’s paws hitting the ground and gaining on him. The smell of the bear’s rancid hot breath getting closer and closer made Sam ignore the killer pain in his chest and keep going. 
 
    He pushed a thick clump of bushes out of his way, stopped dead, and let out a holler. In front of him was a forty-foot drop into a lake. An ear-splitting growl at his back made the decision for him. Sam jumped. 
 
    If his heart didn’t stop beating in the split second he went flying through the air, he might have a chance. 
 
    Splash. 
 
    The icy water rushed up around him and pulled him down. Down, down to the bottom of the lake.  
 
    Holding his breath and kicking for all he was worth, Sam propelled his way upward. He hit the surface and sucked in the biggest gulp of oxygen he could manage while treading water with only his right arm.  
 
    One quick look told him the shore was too far away. He’d never make it.  
 
    I have to make it. 
 
    Turning on his back, Sam stopped struggling and rested as he floated. When his heart settled down, and he could breathe again, he’d try to swim to the shore. 
 
      
 
    Luke and Rowanne trudged into the forest. The first place they wanted to check was the hunting shack. Rowanne thought Ben might go there and wait, thinking she would come looking for him. Luke agreed. It made the most sense. 
 
    “Where is it?” Rowanne stood on the spot where the hunting shack had been and did a three-sixty. “There’s the fire pit, but the building is gone.” 
 
    “The wardens probably removed it after the bear incident. No buildings are allowed here, and they frown on squatters.” 
 
    “Ben is a squatter?” 
 
    “Not really. In my book, he’s part animal and has every right to live in the nature preserve.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “Let’s rest here for a while and see if Ben comes our way,” said Luke. “He’s smart, and if he thinks you’re coming to find him, he’ll keep checking back here.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” Rowanne’s eyes brimmed with tears. “What if Daddy hurt him, and right this minute, he’s burying Ben somewhere?” 
 
    “Sam swore he didn’t hurt Ben.” 
 
    “He was lying. I can always tell when he’s lying.” 
 
      
 
    Jackson Square. New Orleans. 
 
    Marigold trudged around the square from vendor to vendor trying to purchase everything on the long list of ingredients she and Fern had written down copying from Madam LeJeune’s labels. A couple of the vendors didn’t have some of the rarer ingredients and said the roots she needed could only be found in the bayou at certain times of the year.  
 
    “How will I get them?” asked Marigold. 
 
    “You won’t. They are impossible to get unless you know where to look and what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “I have to have them,” said Marigold. 
 
    “Why? What are you making?” asked an old woman with long silver hair. 
 
    “My recipes are secret. I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “There’s only one person I know who uses that root in her products. Are you trying to copy Madam LeJeune’s recipe?” 
 
    “Of course not. I would never do that.” Marigold hurried away from the woman and crossed the square heading for the Kia. “I did the best I could, Ferny. Let’s see you do better.” 
 
    A police cruiser drove by the Kia as Marigold unlocked it. Her hands began to shake as she was certain the officer slowed down and watched her. After he was out of sight, she started the engine and drove back to Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    “I didn’t get everything, and Ferny will be so mad at me. Will she lock me outside?” 
 
    Marigold blubbered as she drove.  
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    It seemed like hours he’d been in the water. He’d made some progress, but he hadn’t reached the shore. Sam paddled with his right arm and, still wearing his waterlogged Italian loafers, kicked his feet frantically. 
 
    The bandage had come off his stitches somewhere between hitting the water and swimming to shore. The icy water helped to numb the pain temporarily.  
 
    That was the upside—if there was one. 
 
    Within in few feet of the shore and confident he was going to make it, Sam gave a final push. He kicked his feet like mad and did the one-armed paddle pushing through the icy dark water into the tall weeds rimming the edge of the lake. 
 
    When he reached the marshy shore, Sam barely had enough strength to fight his way through the reeds and cattails. But as soon as his feet touched the mucky bottom of the lake, he pulled himself out of the water.  
 
    He scrambled up the slippery slope bit by bit, and when he reached the shorter grass growing around the edge, he flopped on his back and laid there. He wasn’t sure which he regretted more, that he’d tried to get rid of Ben or that he’d come here to get him back.  
 
    Things would have been far simpler if he’d played the part of patient Dad and brought Rowanne slowly around to his way of thinking. He should have encouraged her to come home to Baton Rouge—bribed her with a car if necessary. 
 
    He shouldn’t have threatened her.  
 
    Ben was her first boyfriend. He should’ve accepted Ben, for the time being, and hoped the crush would wear off in time. 
 
    Hindsight was a wonderful thing. 
 
    Too late now. He might never get his daughter back. 
 
    Soaking wet and shivering, Sam laid on his back, staring up at the sky and wondered where in this vast wilderness, Ben would hide. 
 
      
 
    Luke and Rowanne searched all day in ever-expanding concentric circles from the clearing and found no sign of Ben. As the sun began to set in the west, Rowanne looked up at the sky. “You have to start back to the truck, Uncle Luke. I’ll go back to the clearing to sleep. Ben will come. I know he will.” 
 
    “I hate to leave you alone here, Row. It seems so desolate without the little shack for shelter. Are you sure?” 
 
    “I have my sleeping bag, food, and water. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Luke checked his cell for service, and there was none. “I hate not having contact with you. What if another bear comes?” 
 
    “Ben said the bears don’t bother people unless people bother them.” 
 
    Luke hugged her and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be back in the morning to pick the two of you up.” 
 
      
 
    Ben ran through the forest on all fours hunting and searching for food before the sun went down. Whenever he didn’t snag a rabbit or a squirrel, there was always the lake. Ducks were a plentiful backup. Bobbing on the water, they never saw him coming. He could catch one in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Running down the hill at top speed and zig-zagging through the trees like he was born to do, Ben picked up a scent on the air. Human.  
 
    Following his keen nose, Ben rounded the lake and saw a man lying on the shore. That’s when he picked up another scent. Blood. 
 
    He crouched into stealth mode and crept closer and closer until he recognized the man. Sam. It was Rowanne’s mean father. Why was he in the forest lying next to the lake? 
 
    Ben ran back to the opposite side of the lake, caught a Mallard, and ripped it’s head off. He carried it in his jaws close to where Sam was lying so he could watch him.  
 
    Ben hid under an evergreen and ate his dinner. 
 
      
 
    Sam had no clue how long he’d been lying on the grass at the edge of the lake. The throbbing in his arm woke him out of a groggy slumber, and he was startled to see daylight had given way to darkness. 
 
    He couldn’t get up and move now. The night was so black in the forest it reminded him of a black hole. Common sense dictated that he stay where he was rather than stumbling around in the dark and getting into more danger. 
 
    A flash of lightning forked across the ebony sky, and the rumble of thunder wasn’t far behind. Crashing and rolling overhead, the noise alone forecasted a bad storm. It was going to pour rain any minute, and the small measure of dryness he’d achieved while he slept would be gone. 
 
    Sam had to get away from the open area around the lake and find some shelter under the trees. At least that would afford him a small amount of protection in a violent thunderstorm. 
 
    He took a couple of deep breaths before sitting up to test his strength. Could he get to his feet and walk a short distance in the dark? His brain said no, but maybe his brain was wrong. He’d made a lot of terrible decisions in the past few days listening to that same brain. 
 
    If a bear came while he was lying in the open, he wouldn’t have a prayer. Maybe he didn’t have a chance in hell anyway, but he had to try for a better spot. 
 
    When did I become so stupid? 
 
      
 
    Rowanne snuggled into her cozy sleeping bag underneath a massive evergreen with wide bottom boughs. The thunder and lightning promised that she might get wet, but she hoped the tree would protect her a little bit. 
 
    She’d hung around the clearing all day searching, calling his name and waiting for Ben to come, and he didn’t show up. Where was he? What was he doing all this time? 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears imagining the worst. “Daddy’s car is here because he’s trying to get rid of Ben. If Ben can’t come find me, that means Daddy must have killed him.” 
 
    She cried herself to sleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Tuesday, October 29th. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Luke paced the floor in the kitchen. “I don’t like leaving you when Luke Junior might come at any moment.” 
 
    Misty laughed and nixed that one. “Rowanne and Ben will likely be standing at the fence waiting for you to pick them up. You have to go, sweetheart. Puck, and I will be fine.” 
 
    “Puck is a black disk that men whack around during a hockey game, not the name of my son,” Luke said. “I wish Row had phone service. This is one time when modern technology might help us out.” 
 
    “Why don’t you stay here with Misty, and I’ll drive up and see if they’re waiting at the edge of the forest?” asked Claire. 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Thanks, Claire, and I appreciate the offer, but I should go. If Ben is hurt, I’ll have to help Rowanne get him out of the woods, and it’s not a job for you.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Lukey. I promise your son is not arriving until Samhain. He told me last night.” 
 
    “You were awake most of the night. I heard you get up at least three times for the bathroom.” 
 
    “The bathroom is my new home. Tonight, maybe I’ll curl up on the bath mat. Save me a lot of travel.”  
 
    Angelique giggled as she stirred a batch of cornbread. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    The rain stopped before dawn, and the forest dripped in the aftermath of the storm. An eerie mist rose from the lake and shrouded all the ibis and the herons in a gray blanket. 
 
    Ben eyed the wading birds from where he was hidden and thought a big white bird would make a tasty breakfast. He picked out one a little farther away from the others.  
 
    Before trying for the bird, Ben glanced over to where Sam thought he was hiding under the boughs of a tree. Rowanne’s mean father hadn’t moved yet, and maybe he wasn’t going to.  
 
    Didn’t matter where Sam tried to go; Ben wouldn’t let him go back home and be mean to Rowanne. Sam was in the forest because he wanted to hurt Ben and take Rowanne away from him. That’s all Ben needed to know. He wouldn’t let it happen. He’d pick the perfect time. 
 
    Rowanne is mine. 
 
      
 
    Rowanne woke up, shivering and hungry. Her sleeping bag was damp, and if she had to stay another night, she’d have to dry it out in the sun before sleeping in it again. 
 
    She sat up and reached into her backpack she’d been using as a pillow and pulled out one of the sandwiches she’d brought. “At least I have food for today. I’ve got to make the hike back to the fence to tell Uncle Luke that Ben hasn’t found me yet.” 
 
    He will. He knows my scent, and he will come for me. 
 
    As soon as she finished eating, she unzipped the sleeping bag and spread it out in the clearing in the sun. If Ben came while she was gone, he’d sit down and wait for her to come back. 
 
      
 
    The tweeting and chirping of birds fluttering around the lake woke Sam. He sat up, surprised that he’d survived the night in the forest. The throbbing pain in his arm where Ben bit him told him his wound needed attention. 
 
    On closer inspection, Sam realized during his long swim, the stitches had come undone, and the wound lay open and bleeding. He glanced around for something to wrap it, and the only things he saw were trees. 
 
    Could he use leaves? Sam checked out several trees near him, and none of the leaves were big enough to do any good. He clamped his right hand over the bloody mess on his left forearm and held on as tight as he could. 
 
    I have to stop the bleeding and get back to the car. 
 
    He turned towards the hill he had to climb. Jumping off the top of the cliff had been a quick way down, but it would take a lot longer to get up and back to the clearing. Once he found his way to the spot the hunting shack had been, he’d only be a couple of hours from the car. 
 
    As Sam trudged along, holding his arm, blood dripped through his fingers onto the forest floor.  
 
      
 
    Ben watched closely as Sam stood up, walked around for a few minutes and then chose a direction. Ben stayed far enough behind so that Rowanne’s mean father would never see him or hear him. Sam, on the other hand, was not an experienced woodsman. He made a lot of noise as he trudged through the leaves and twigs that carpeted the forest floor.  
 
    Leaving a trail of blood behind him was an open invitation for predators to follow. 
 
    When they reached the top of the hill, Ben heard the growl and wasn’t even sad. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing hold of branches to steady himself and picking his way through the rocks and trees, it took Sam an hour to make it to the top of the steep hill behind the lake.  
 
    He’d stopped to rest at least a dozen times. Short of breath and with his heart pounding out an uneven rhythm. When he pushed too hard, a sharp pain radiated from his chest.  
 
    Sam figured his next heart attack was imminent. 
 
    Why did I try to hurt Ben? Was it worth it? 
 
    The pain became unbearable, and Sam had no choice. He had to sit down or fall. He flopped down on a fallen tree and held his head in his hands. 
 
    Deepthroated and menacing, the growl came from his left.  
 
    The bear was back. 
 
    So weak and exhausted from climbing the hill, Sam couldn’t run. It was physically impossible to escape.  
 
      
 
    Ben watched through the trees as the bear swiped a massive paw at Sam and knocked him off the log. He rolled on the ground crying out for help, but Ben couldn’t help him. Not against a bear, and not a man like Rowanne’s mean father. 
 
    The bear went for blood. With powerful jaws, he ripped Sam’s bleeding arm off just below the shoulder and ran with it. Sam made gurgling noises, then he lay still and didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    Luke parked at the fence and didn’t see anyone. Sam’s car remained in the same spot, which couldn’t be good. His brother had never hiked or camped in his life. He didn’t want to spend the day in the forest. Not now. Not when Misty and the baby needed him at home. 
 
    He climbed the fence, entered the forest, and figured four hours minimum to hike to the clearing and back to the truck. Four hours was the fastest he could do it. 
 
    He’d walked along through the trees still dripping from the storm the night before for about an hour when he met Rowanne coming his way. “I’m so glad to see you, sweetheart. I was worried about you being alone overnight.” 
 
    “I was okay, Uncle Luke. My sleeping bag got a little damp, but it’s drying out. I came to tell you that Ben didn’t find me yet. Wait one more day, and I’m sure he’ll come.” 
 
    “I brought you more food in case this happened, and stopped into Sam’s house in Baton Rouge to pick up his extra set of car keys. I’m baffled by his car parked at the road. You didn’t see him?” 
 
    Rowanne took the breakfast sandwich and started eating. “No, and I did quite a bit of walking, calling, and searching for Ben. If Daddy had heard me, I think he would have answered.”  
 
    She shoved the keys into the pocket of her jeans. 
 
    “I don’t like the feel of this, Row. Your dad wouldn’t be here in the forest unless something was going on with Ben. We both know he did something to him, so he’s either trying to finish it or undo it. ” 
 
    “Daddy is no match for Ben in the forest. In the city, he might have fooled Ben and hurt him, but not here. Ben is fast and cunning. Daddy would never catch him.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “What’s happening then?” 
 
    Rowanne shrugged. “I don’t know. Daddy knows the way to the clearing, and that’s all he knows about the forest.” 
 
    “I hate to go back and leave you, honey. Are you sure Ben will come to you?” 
 
    Rowanne nodded. “I’m sure. He loves me, Uncle Luke. I’m his mate, and he knows my scent.” 
 
    “I want both of you back home before the baby comes. It will be such a happy time for us, and the Samhain celebration this year will be especially huge. I want you there for that.” 
 
    Rowanne smiled. “I can’t wait. I’m so happy for you and Misty. The baby will surely have powers of his own.” 
 
    Luck chuckled. “We’ll have to wait and see about that.” 
 
      
 
    Ben sat and watched Sam’s unmoving body for a long time wondering if he was for sure dead. The birds and animals living in the forest would come soon and feast on the body. The vultures were already flying overhead, making the noise Ben hated and feared.  
 
    That vulture noise always meant something was dead. It was a sad sound, and Ben dreaded the day they’d be making it and flying over him.  
 
    Ben left Sam’s body, where it was knowing the ways of the forest better than most. Law of survival. Rowanne’s father would be claimed of before dark.  
 
    Happy that Sam would no longer be trying to take Rowanne away from him, Ben was also sad for Rowanne. The dead man was her father, and Ben figured if he had a father or a mother and they died, he would be sad. 
 
    Ben ran for a long while, putting distance between Sam’s body and himself. As he came within a mile or so of where the shack had been, he smelled her scent on the air. 
 
    Rowanne. 
 
    Is she here? Is she looking for me? 
 
    Ben picked up speed. By the time he made his way back to the clearing, it was dark. 
 
    His reflective, night-vision eyes saw Rowanne sleeping under a big evergreen tree. He crawled under the tree, laid down beside her, and felt more peaceful and contented than he had in days. His mate had come for him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Wednesday, October 30th. 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    Rowanne opened her eyes, and her heart filled with joy. Ben’s fox was sleeping right next to her. His fur was warm and soft, and she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. “I love you, Ben. Thank goodness you found me.”  
 
    She stroked his coat, and he blinked awake and shifted in her arms. “Hello, my red-haired girl. I missed you.” 
 
    She kissed him with passion and opened the sleeping bag so he could slide in with her. “I missed you too.”  
 
    “I need you with me, Rowanne.” 
 
    She needed him too. 
 
    After catching up on their lovemaking, Ben tore into the trees and caught them a fat snake for breakfast. He made a spit and roasted the meat over the fire Rowanne had become so good at making. They sat close, eating, Ben touching her arm for reassurance. “You are my mate. We belong together.” 
 
    She nodded. “Did you see my father?” 
 
    Ben nodded as he chewed on a piece of meat. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Bear got him, Rowanne. You don’t want to see.” 
 
    “A bear hurt Daddy? Is he alive? Does he need help?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “He’s dead. The bear killed him. I’m sad for you. Not sad for him.” 
 
    Rowanne stood, her eyes filling with tears. “Yes, I do. I have to see him, Ben. He’s my father.” 
 
    Ben made a face and showed Rowanne the bruise that still hurt his neck. “He was mean to you, and he hurt my neck and tied my hands and feet. He brought me back here and threw me away.” 
 
    Rowanne touched the bruise. “I’m so sorry he hurt you. But even if he was mean to us, I still have to see him. Whether he’s dead or not, we need to get him out of the forest.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “No. The forest animals claim the dead. He’s food now.” 
 
    Rowanne understood how Ben saw things, she did, but she couldn’t leave her Daddy here to be eaten. “He should have a funeral if he’s dead.” 
 
    “Like Gran?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, like Gran. Show me where you saw him.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly, Ben led the way to where he’d last seen Sam Hyslop. It was a long way from the clearing and took hours to get there, but Rowanne wouldn’t give up. They rested many times and stopped to drink water from a river, but Rowanne was determined. She had to see her father. 
 
    “We’re almost there.” Ben grabbed her arm and held her back. “I don’t want you to look.” 
 
    “I didn’t walk all this way not to look,” said Rowanne. “He’s my father.”  
 
    They pushed through the last few trees, and when they arrived at the spot, vultures were perched on Sam pecking his eyes out. Wolves had been along earlier and left a trail of half-eaten intestines in their wake. It was their way. 
 
    Rowanne screamed and turned her head. Ben held on to her spasming body as she cried hysterically.  
 
    “Couldn’t you help him?” She screamed at Ben. 
 
    “The bear was too big, and I didn’t have my bow or my knife. Your father took me from his house, and I had nothing.” 
 
    “You’re glad he’s dead, aren’t you?” Rowanne swiped at her red and puffy eyes. 
 
    Ben nodded his head. “He said you belonged to him first, and he was taking you back, and I’d never see you again.” 
 
    Rowanne listened to Ben and knew it was the truth. Her father had said much the same thing to her. Ben never lied. 
 
    Ben looked into her eyes. “I said no.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Angelique had a cauldron of wine mulling on the stove, and the aroma of the spices filled the whole house. Decorations were up, and the festive mood of Samhain was infectious.  
 
    Luke was pleased he was at home watching over Misty and monitoring her every twinge. He couldn’t be anywhere else, but with the woman he loved. He couldn’t bear to miss something as important to him as the birth of his child.  
 
    The long black worktable in the kitchen was covered in newspapers, with each of the girls demonstrating their artistic talents carving Jack-O-Lanterns for the front of the house. 
 
    Josiah was to be the judge of the winner, and he was offering a mysterious prize. 
 
    “What’s the prize, dear?” asked Claire. “And where are you keeping this something that everyone would want to win?” 
 
    “If I told you it wouldn’t be a mystery, would it, my darling?” 
 
    Claire laughed. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Tonight, the eve of Samhain,” said Misty, “is the perfect time to connect with the spirit world.” She turned to Angelique, “Do we have plenty of sage, ma cher?” 
 
    “Oui, Madam. I’ll get it ready to burn.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll have visitors from the spirit world, Misty?” asked Luke. 
 
    “We usually do, don’t we, Daddy?” 
 
    “Tonight, after midnight, the veil is thin between the two worlds, and it’s easier for the dearly departed to make the transition. They will come.” 
 
    “I want to talk to Gran,” said Luke with a sad face. “I didn’t get to say goodbye to her.” 
 
    Misty reached for his hand. “I’m sure she’ll come if she senses that you need to speak to her.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern spent most of her waking hours at the kitchen table, staring at her computer screen and waiting for orders to come to her newly created website. None came, and her frustration mounted. “What is the matter with people? Can’t they see we have the same products at lower prices?” 
 
    “Maybe we should advertise,” said Marigold, “or rent a stall in Jackson Square so people will get to know us.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea, Mari. If they met us in person, they could try our products, and we could give out coupons for them to shop online.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s do that, Ferny. It will be so much fun.” 
 
    “Go buy more ingredients, Mari. We’re out of the staples.” 
 
    “Why don’t you do the shopping this time, Ferny? You got mad at me last time when I didn’t get everything.” 
 
    “I’m the order person, and you’re the shopping person on this team, that’s why. You never hold up your end of anything we do together, Marigold Rose. Every day I wonder why I put up with you.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean, Ferny. I’ll go. Which card should I use?” 
 
    “Take Paul Dickson. We haven’t used him for a week.” 
 
    “Where’s the list?” asked Marigold. 
 
    “On the fridge where you put it.” 
 
    Marigold giggled. “Oh, yeah. I forgot.” 
 
    Fern glared at her dumb sister. 
 
    “Don’t get caught, Mari. If you do something incredibly stupid and get caught, the cops will be the least of your worries. You’ll have me to deal with.” 
 
    “I won’t get caught.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Claire printed off the incoming orders, and there was a rash of them coming in for Samhain. Everyone was stocking up for winter and for the Sabbats. One regular customer had sent an email questioning a competing website. “This woman says there is a website copying your products, Misty. Maybe Luke should check it out.” 
 
    “They can copy them, Mother, but they can’t duplicate my recipes. I’m not worried.” 
 
    “Fraud is a worry,” said Luke. “What’s the name of the other business, Claire?” 
 
    “Rose Remedies.” 
 
    The hair stood up on the back of Luke’s neck. “Isn’t Rose the last name of the snoopy women down the street?” 
 
    “Could be,” said Misty. “I didn’t hear their surname.” 
 
    “I’ll go up to my computer and see what I can find out on their website. Thanks, Claire.” 
 
    I knew they wanted in this house for something. 
 
      
 
    Mother Earth Products. Central City. 
 
    Marigold pushed her shopping cart through the store selecting everything on her list and piling it high. Fern had instructed her to buy twice as much this time so they wouldn’t run out so fast and have to stop production on their line of products. 
 
    When she had everything on the list, Marigold lined up at the check-out and waited her turn. The cashier rang through her order and smiled at the huge purchase. “Cash or credit?” 
 
    “I’ll use a credit card, thanks,” said Marigold. This part always made her nervous, although she’d had no problems with the other cards. 
 
    The cashier watched while Marigold swiped the card, then looked at the screen above her register and shook her head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. That’s not coming up as a good card. Try once more.” 
 
    Marigold inhaled a big breath and tried the card again. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. It’s telling me to collect the card, ma’am.” The cashier pointed toward the office. “Would you stand over there for a minute, ma’am. I’ll have to call the store manager.” 
 
    Marigold nodded, then ran out the door as fast as she could waddle. Sweating like a pig in July, she jumped behind the wheel of the Kia and sped off into the street. 
 
    “Ferny is going to kill me when I get home.” She began bawling as she drove. “If the police come, Ferny will blame it on me, and she’ll lock me in my room.” 
 
      
 
    Louisiana Forest. 
 
    The sun began to sink over the treetops as Ben and Rowanne reached the fence at the edge of the forest. “We’re going home, Ben. Everything will be okay once we tell Uncle Luke what happened.” 
 
    “Will Luke be mad at us about his brother?” 
 
    “If a bear killed Daddy, how can Uncle Luke blame us? He’ll be sad Daddy is dead, but he’ll realize it wasn’t our fault. My Uncle Luke is a police officer who relies on facts. He’s reasonable, unlike Daddy.” 
 
    “And he’s nice—unlike your daddy. I like him.” 
 
    “Exactly. Let me see if I can get this car going. I haven’t driven since I left home, and it seems like ages ago, so much has happened.” 
 
    “Do you know how to drive, Rowanne?” Ben watched her carefully as she inserted the key.  
 
    “I hope so.” Rowanne glanced at the panic on Ben’s face and giggled. “Yes, sugar. I know how to drive.” 
 
    “I never saw you do it.” Ben clicked his seat belt into place and gripped the ‘holy shit’ handle. 
 
    “Don’t be scared. I’m just not sure of the way back to New Orleans. I’m just not sure of the highways and exits I should take to go back.” 
 
    “I can point,” said Ben and gave her a demonstration. “I sat in the front and watched careful. 
 
    Rowanne smiled. “Perfect. That will be helpful.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans. 
 
    Marigold ran into the house, crying. She ran past Endor, Cassandra, and Morgan, her three black cats, and sent them scurrying as she headed straight up the stairs to her room. 
 
    Fern heard her come in and called to her. “Did you get everything, Mari? Why are you running upstairs?” 
 
    Fern booked it up the stairs after Marigold and tried the door to her sister’s room. Locked. “Open this door, Marigold Rose. Do it now if you want to keep on breathing air.” 
 
    Fern heard the lock click, and the door opened a crack. She used the fake sympathetic voice that always worked on her sister. “What happened, Mari? You can tell me.” 
 
    “No, I can’t tell you, Ferny. You’ll be mad and punish me, and it wasn’t my fault. It was your fault because we used that card already, and you told me to use it today. It’s your fault.” 
 
    Marigold tried to close the door, but she wasn’t quick enough. Fern gave it a hefty shove and pushed it open. Marigold jumped back. Fern reached out, grabbed Mari’s sweater, and swatted her sister across the face.  
 
    “You’re telling me the card was declined, and you didn’t get the ingredients?” 
 
    Marigold sobbed with her hands covering her face. She whined out the words between sobs. “I tried it twice, and it got declined. The girl on cash said she was calling the manager. I had to run.” 
 
    “Did they get your license plate number?” 
 
    “How would I know?” asked Marigold. 
 
    Fern smiled at the big red mark she’d left on her sister’s face. “You wouldn’t. You’re too stupid to notice anything going on around you. Stay in your room until I tell you to come out.” Fern closed the door and went downstairs.  
 
    “I’ll have to get new cards tomorrow,” she said to the cats. “It will be easy. The square will be packed with tourists on Hallowe’en… I mean, Samhain.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Upstairs at his desk, Luke delved into the website offering ‘Rose Remedies’. He was convinced it was run by the women down the street. A bare-bones homemade website without much polish or professionalism. One of the sisters could have built it. The tall one seemed to be the smarter of the two. 
 
    He grabbed his jacket, ran downstairs, and popped his head into the kitchen. “I’m paying a visit to ‘Rose Remedies’ at number seventeen. Be right back.” 
 
    “Please be careful, sweetheart.” 
 
    “They’re the ones who’d better watch out.” Luke’s face was flushed as he headed for the front door. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern sat at the kitchen table in front of her laptop with a glass of wine beside her. She checked the screen and refreshed her email once again, looking for orders that still weren’t there.  
 
    She picked up her wine, sipped it, and thought about going out for supplies and using a different card. No. They’d all been used at least once, and she didn’t want to chance it. The best plan was to wait and get new ones the following day. 
 
    She polished off the wine and noticed the bottle was empty on the counter. No money for more wine, although she needed it to cope with Marigold. Fern blew out a breath and wondered what to do with her sister.  
 
    She’d dragged her along ever since their mother passed into the spirit world, and Fern wanted a life of her own. She was tired of being responsible for a dumb twit like her sister.  
 
    Mari couldn’t pay her share of the bills because she couldn’t hold a job. She got fired from each one she’d had in Florida. She never did anything right. 
 
    Fern thought about the time Mari worked at Dairy Queen, and she left one of the freezer doors open and twenty birthday cakes melted. Dozens of Marigold’s jobs ended like that. 
 
    A sharp knock on the door startled Fern and interrupted her thoughts. She jumped off her chair, thinking the police had followed Marigold from the store. 
 
    Before opening the door, Fern peeked through the curtains covering the window in the living room and saw Madam LeJeune’s husband on the front step. “I can’t talk to him.”  
 
    I’ll pretend there’s no one home. 
 
    The knocking grew louder, and Fern ignored it until she was certain he was not leaving. She had to open the door and get rid of him. Fern put on her best fake smile and opened the door halfway. “Yes?” 
 
    “Miss Rose, I will ask you once to take down the website and stop copying my wife’s line of products. If you refuse, there is only one other choice open for me. The fraud squad will be contacted, and you will both be under investigation.” 
 
    “We’ve done nothing illegal, Mr. Hyslop.” 
 
    “That’s Ranger Hyslop, ma’am. You’re messing with the police, and you and your sister are perpetrating a fraud. Y’all will not come out the winners on this.” 
 
    “I don’t respond well to threats, sir,” said Fern. “You don’t scare me.” 
 
    “Perhaps I don’t, but there is someone living close to you that you should fear.” He turned and walked up the street. 
 
    Fern laughed as she watched him leave. “I’m not afraid of Madam LeJeune.” 
 
    This will be a good test of her power. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fuming, Luke stormed into the foyer and slammed the door. 
 
    “What’s the matter, sugar?” called Misty from the kitchen. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No. I’m not okay, Mist. Those women are trying to steal your business. I’m not sure they’ve stolen anything yet except the ingredients, but they’re trying, and I find that infuriating. I won’t let them do it. That tall one, she’s mean and smart. I don’t like her a bit.” 
 
    Claire smiled. “Shall we cast a spell on them to celebrate the Sabbat?” 
 
    Misty giggled. “Oh, let’s. Just for fun.” 
 
    “Oh, can we?” asked Charlotte. “I love it when we cast a circle.” 
 
    “This table is covered in pumpkins,” said Claire. “We’ll use the front parlor. Come on, girls. We’ll get ready, and Misty can pick the spell she wants to use.” 
 
    “I’d love to be a fly on the wall at number seventeen when all hell rains down on those two,” said Luke. He helped Misty up off her chair and walked her down the hall. His cell rang, and he grabbed for it. 
 
    Unknown number. “Hello?” 
 
    “Uncle Luke, I’m at a payphone in the north end of the city, and I’m a bit lost. Can you give me directions?” 
 
    “Rowanne, I’m so happy you called. Sure, I’ll tell you the way I’ve been coming back from the forest. Do you have something to write on? Did you find Ben?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s with me.” 
 
    “Did something else happen, honey? You sound funny? Is it your father? Did Sam do something?” 
 
    Rowanne sniffled. “I can’t talk about Daddy until I get there.” 
 
    Luke inhaled a big breath. “Okay, write this down and get home safely. We’ll talk when you get here.” Puzzled, Luke turned to Misty. “Rowanne is driving home in Sam’s car and won’t talk about her father. Something is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Claire called the corners after the girls cleansed the parlor and made ready for the circle.  
 
    Misty opened the LeJeune Book of Shadows to page fourteen. “I think I’ll use this one. I haven’t used it in ages. Haven’t needed to.” 
 
    Luke looked on with a smile anticipating the spell hitting the occupants of the house down the street. 
 
    Misty read the spell over, then with the help of the girls on each side of her, she got to her feet and raised her arms. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of night 
 
    Goddess of the morn 
 
    Blood be spilled 
 
    And flesh be torn 
 
    Your life you waste 
 
    Till you have none 
 
    Your thieving ways 
 
    Must come undone 
 
    I curse your lies 
 
    I curse your house 
 
    I curse your cats 
 
    I curse your mouse 
 
    Steal from me 
 
    You borrow trouble 
 
    I send your evil  
 
    Back times double 
 
    You cannot eat  
 
    You cannot sleep 
 
    Filled with vermin 
 
    Your cellar creeps 
 
    By end of day 
 
    You will repent 
 
    I cast this curse 
 
    Never relent 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Misty sank onto her chair, and Angelique rushed to get her a cup of restorative tea. 
 
    “You must rest now, dear,” said Claire. “Faegan is only hours away from arriving.” 
 
    Misty considered the name and shook her head. “I’ll rest in the sitting room until the lifting of the veil at midnight. Good try, Mother. The search continues.” 
 
    “Drink your tea,” said Luke. “I’ll take you to the sitting room when you’re ready, sweetheart.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Thursday, October 31st. 
 
    Samhain - The final harvest. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    The clock ticked off the minutes remaining in the old year. The hands approached twelve—the witching hour for many. Hoodoo barked and ran to the back door with Nixa yelping and wagging her tail on his heels.  
 
    Luke hopped up from the leather sofa where Misty sat and told her not to move. With a smiling face, he greeted Rowanne and Ben at the back door. He held his niece in a long hug and welcomed her home. “Come in, both of you. The new year is almost upon us, and we’re waiting for the veil to thin.” 
 
    “Are we expecting visitors?” asked Rowanne. 
 
    “Misty is hoping for some, and so are the girls. They’ve never had the pleasure.” 
 
    Angelique was busy setting the table with snacks and pouring glasses of hot mulled wine.  
 
    “Oh, I’d love one of those, Angelique,” said Rowanne. “It’s been a bad day.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. He only drank water. 
 
    Luke sat down at the table and patted the chair next to him. “Tell me about Sam. I’m desperate to know what he was doing in the forest. It alarmed me that his car was parked at the fence for so long… and now he’s not with you.” 
 
    Rowanne opened her mouth and searched for the words to explain. 
 
     “Dead,” Ben blurted it out. “Bear got him.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes widened. “Sam is dead?” 
 
    Rowanne nodded, and her eyes welled up. “I’m sorry, Uncle Luke. There was nothing Ben could do. A bear killed Daddy on the far side of the forest. I don’t know why Daddy went back there. I’m guessing to search for Ben to hurt him and keep him from telling us what he’d already done.” 
 
    “Sam hurt Ben?” asked Luke. 
 
    Ben pointed to the bruise on his neck. 
 
    Luke examined the mark closely and recognized the two little prong marks. “That’s a Taser. My brother did that to you?” 
 
    “He hurt me. He tied me up and said he was taking Rowanne back, and I would never have her.” 
 
    “And you saw the bear, Ben?” Luke wore a pained look on his face. 
 
    Ben nodded. “Ripped his arm off first. The one that was bleeding from when I bit him to get away.” 
 
    Luke dropped his head onto his chest, imagining his brother’s pain. He held up a hand. “That’s okay. Don’t give me the rest of the details.” 
 
    “I went there, Uncle Luke. I made Ben take me all the way to where the bear attacked Daddy. I saw him.” 
 
    “Should we bring his body out for a funeral?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Nothing will be left.” 
 
    Rowanne turned her head and cried into a witch napkin. 
 
    Luke sighed. “I suppose that’s true in such a wild area.” 
 
      
 
    The grandfather clock in foyer struck twelve as everyone gathered around the long table in the kitchen. A long black runner down the center held a lavish display of gourds, apples, and nuts—the symbols of the harvest. Brightly burning orange and black candles highlighted the decorations. 
 
    Mouth-watering aromas floated on the air from the kitchen, drawing everyone closer. Angelique had baked pork pies for family and guests to enjoy along with mashed turnip laced with butter and brown sugar. A true feast for the Samhain Sabbat, the third and final harvest. 
 
    “This is so lovely,” Misty said, admiring the feast. “Thank you, ma cher.” 
 
    Angelique beamed her beautiful smile. 
 
    “Someone is here,” said Josiah from his corner of the kitchen. “Keep the lights low and the candles burning.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy. Who is our first visitor?” 
 
    A misty shimmer appeared in the upper left-hand corner of the room, and the eerie voice belonged to Leo Pinoit.  
 
    “Welcome, Leo,” said Misty. “We miss you terribly, my friend. What have you come to tell us tonight?” 
 
    “I cannot cross over until I unburden myself, Madam. I must reveal the name of my killer, or I will never have the peace I seek on the other side.” 
 
    Luke nodded.  
 
    “Who put the poison in the wine, Leo?” 
 
    “Craig. It was Craig. After all, I’d done for him, he turned on me and showed me his true treacherous self.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” asked Misty. “He seemed to idolize you, Leo.” 
 
    “Because I was falling in love with a woman from the magazine and he was jealous. He did not wish me happiness and refused to move out so that I could start a new life. His jealousy and greed drove him to murder.” 
 
    “Thank you, Leo,” said Luke. “I’ll take this information to the police and make sure they follow up. I’ll take care of it this week.” 
 
    Leo’s essence faded away, and he was gone as quickly as he appeared. 
 
    “That was so exciting,” said Michele, “and frightening at the same time.” She held up a small hand, and it was trembling. 
 
    “Nothing to be afraid of, dear,” said Claire. “The spirits are not coming to hurt us. They are visiting for a reason—usually an important reason to them. Fear of the unknown is a natural reaction, but we must put our fear aside and listen carefully to their messages.” 
 
    “I’m writing everything down,” said Diana. “I’ll tell Casey when I send him an email tomorrow. He’ll be so amazed.” 
 
    “He’ll be annoyed that he wasn’t here to see for himself,” said Michele. “That boy is hungry for knowledge of the occult.” 
 
    After Leo left, everyone relaxed and enjoyed another glass of mulled wine. Angelique served pumpkin pie made from the pumpkin scooped from inside of the Jack-O-Lanterns, and she passed a bowl of whipped cream to top the slices.  
 
    “Delicious, Angelique,” said Luke. “You are a wonder.” 
 
    Michele squealed. “Ooh, I think someone else is here. Look up there.” 
 
    Misty nodded, smiling up at the ghost, shimmering into view. “You’re right, Michele. Welcome, brave spirit from the other side. What news do you have to share.” 
 
    A woman spoke, her voice frail and soft. “I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to the people I love.” 
 
    “Gran, is that you?” asked Rowanne. She began to cry. “I miss you so much.” 
 
    “Don’t cry, dear. It was well past my time to move on. I want you and Ben to live and love in my house on the bayou. It will suit him well to have the wild swamp behind the house. Luke will help sort it out. I love you.” 
 
    “I miss you, Gran,” said Luke, with tears in his eyes. “I’ll love you forever.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Lukey. I love you too, my boy.” The shimmer disappeared through the window and into the night.  
 
    Gran was barely gone a couple of minutes when a nasty cold wind blew into the kitchen, swirling and knocking down bunches of the dried flowers hanging from the rafters.  
 
    The girls squealed and shivered as the howl from the spirit grew louder. 
 
    “My arm. I want my arm back. I wasn’t ready to die. This isn’t at all how I wanted things to go.” 
 
    “Sam, is that you?” asked Luke. 
 
    Misty’s eyes widened. “Sam? Your brother passed?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rowanne. Forgive me.” 
 
    Rowanne’s tears for Gran multiplied for her father. “I’m sad that you’re dead, Daddy. I was mad at you, but I didn’t want you to be dead. Find your peace, Daddy, please.” 
 
    “Tell Luke and Lynn, I’m sorry…” The shadowy form darted across the kitchen and then disappeared.  
 
    The wind stopped immediately. 
 
    “That was frightening,” said Charlotte. “I’m sorry for your loss, Rowanne.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Rowanne, said, curling into Ben’s arms. 
 
    When no more visitors showed up, the girls went home to their apartment, and everyone who lived at number nine went up to bed. 
 
    Luke crawled between the sheets next to Misty and said, “Wake me up the second anything happens.” 
 
    “I will. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern sat straight up in bed, thinking she’d heard a scratching noise. “Is that the cats? Are Mari’s crazy cats ruining the furniture again? I’ll kill the lot of them if they pee on the bathmat one more time.” 
 
    She hopped out of bed, not bothering to put her feet in her slippers. She stepped out into the upstairs hall and listened. The scratching noise was a lot louder downstairs, and she could hear another sound too.  
 
    What was it? A high-pitched chattering sound. 
 
    What the hell are the cats doing? 
 
    Fern switched on the light at the top of the stairs and padded down to the first floor. The sound grew louder as she walked down the hallway past the kitchen. She stopped at the door to the basement, where the sound was the loudest. 
 
    Did Mari lock her stupid cats in the basement? 
 
    Fern opened the door to the basement, and a hundred rats stampeded up the wooden steps and into the hallway. She screamed as she tried to jump out of the way. Unable to avoid them, some ran over top of her feet, and some stopped long enough to bite her in passing. 
 
    “Ow, stop it. Get away from me!” She screamed at the top of her lungs and kicked at them. A couple bit her toes and hung on. She couldn’t kick them away. 
 
    “Why are you yelling, Ferny?” called Marigold from the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Rats,” screamed Fern as she ran to the stairway. “The house is full of rats.” 
 
    The tide of rats rounded the corner as fast as Fern did. Dozens ran into the kitchen, and some started up the stairs. 
 
    Marigold screamed as the rats scrambled towards her. She lost her balance, and her chubby body tumbled and rolled to the bottom. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Clad in her black and orange Wonder Woman pajamas, Marigold picked up speed and didn’t stop rolling until she clunked her head into the newel post at the bottom of the steps. 
 
    Fern stared down at her sister and noticed Mari’s head was on a funny angle. Mari’s eyes were wide open, but she wasn’t moving, and she wasn’t whining or saying a word. 
 
    “Marigold Rose, you better not be dead. You have to help me get rid of these rats.” 
 
    Marigold didn’t move and didn’t answer. 
 
    Fern kicked two rats out of the way, leaned down, and pressed two fingers against her sister’s thick neck. “Damn you, Marigold. When I need you, you’re dead. How am I going to get rid of these rats by myself?” 
 
    Fern jumped over a couple of rats on the steps as she ran upstairs. She locked herself in her room and tried to find an exterminator online. 
 
    All of them said the same thing. You had to book an appointment, and they would get back to you and confirm the time. None of them offered to come in the middle of the night for an emergency. 
 
    Fern left her cell number on three of the sites and wondered where the rats had come from. “There were no rats here when we moved in.” 
 
    Marigold was the next problem facing her.  
 
    What the hell should I do with Mari? 
 
    “I can’t afford a funeral, and she can’t be lying there blocking the stairs when the exterminator comes. I have to get rid of her body, but how?” 
 
    Fern paced back and forth in her room, waiting for the solution to come to her. “I’ll dig a hole in the yard while it’s dark. No one will see me if I get it done right away.” 
 
    She dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, tugged on a pair of boots, and found a pair of leather gloves in the bottom drawer of her dresser.  
 
    Ready for yard duty, she stomped down the stairs and headed for the back door, kicking rats out of her way as she went. Much easier to kick them with boots on. 
 
    Fern called over her shoulder, “Stay there, Mari. I’m making a spot for you outside. BRB.” 
 
      
 
    The last day of October was cold and crisp in New Orleans. Fern should have worn a jacket, but she’d warm up as soon as she started digging. No worries. 
 
    Groping around in the wooden shed that should be torn down, her hand finally came to rest on the shovel handle. “I knew the shovel was in here. I put it away the last time Mari used it.” 
 
    Fern strolled around the overgrown yard, searching for the perfect spot to bury her sister. “How about under the apple tree, Mari?” 
 
    Fern got busy and started digging.  
 
    It had rained a couple of times recently, and the dirt wasn’t too hard. “This is going to take a while. You always make work for me, Marigold. You’ve caused me work and worry your whole life, but this will be the last time.” 
 
    She was two feet down in the hole when the man next door came outside for a smoke. He peered over the fence and scared the crap out of her when he spoke. 
 
    “Kind of dark to be digging in your garden, ain’t it, lady?” 
 
    “I enjoy night gardening,” said Fern wishing he’d go back inside. He didn’t. 
 
    “We haven’t met, but I saw y’all move in a while back. My name is Oscar. I’m your next-door neighbor.” 
 
    “Hi, Oscar. I’d invite you in for coffee, but I’m a little busy right now.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me your name.” 
 
    “Fern.” 
 
    “Like one of them leafy green things in a pot? My mother used to have those bug magnets hanging everywhere.” 
 
    “The same,” said Fern. 
 
    Oscar leaned on the top of the fence and watched her with interest as he smoked. “What’s the hole for? You burying a body on Hallowe’en?” He chuckled at his own attempt at humor. 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    “Now, don’t be nasty, plant girl. Maybe I’ll make it my business. How about that?” 
 
    “Go away, Oscar. I’m busy.” 
 
    “I’m in my own yard. You can’t make me go away.” 
 
    “Do you know any good exterminators?” 
 
    “I am an exterminator. Didn’t you see my truck parked back there in the lane?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What’s your pestilence, Fern?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Hornets, bedbugs, mice, roaches, fleas?” 
 
    “Rats,” said Fern. “The house is full of rats.” 
 
    “Nasty,” said Oscar. “I hate rats almost as much as fuckin snakes.” 
 
    “Can you get rid of the fuckin rats?” asked Fern. 
 
    “Course, I can. I’m a pro, Miss Fern. I can get rid of anything unwanted. Can I pop over and assess the degree of your infestation?” 
 
    “Umm… soon. Come for a coffee at eight in the morning.” 
 
    “Why can’t I come now?” 
 
    “I’m too busy.” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “You got a screw loose under all that black hair, Fern? You’re digging a hole under your apple tree. I wouldn’t call that busy.” 
 
    “You married, Oscar?” asked Fern as she leaned on her shovel to rest. 
 
    “Nope. Never was.” 
 
    “Okay. Come on over, and I’ll give you a peek at my pestilence.” 
 
    Oscar hopped the fence, and they entered the house through the back door. 
 
    Rats ran down the hall to meet them as they came in. 
 
    “Jesus, Louise, I never saw so many rats. Good sized ones too, ain’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah, big and beautiful.” 
 
    He followed Fern down the hallway towards the kitchen, and they had to pass the stairs. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “My sister got scared and fell down the stairs when she saw the rats coming for her. I have to bury her.” 
 
    “Should you call somebody first?” 
 
    Fern got her first look at Oscar under the light. Not bad looking, but he needed a shave. About forty-something and the same height as her. Dark hair. No gray. He’d do. 
 
    “I can’t afford a funeral.” 
 
    “Oh.” Oscar appeared thoughtful for a moment. “Can you afford to pay me to get rid of the rats? I don’t work for nothing, and I have men to pay.” 
 
    “Nope. Can’t pay you in US currency,” said Fern. “I’m just starting a new business, and all my capital is tied up in product. We’ll have to work out another kind of payment plan.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “Think about it. What do you think I’m offering you?” 
 
    A smile played around his lips and spread across his entire face. “You gonna pay me off in booty?” 
 
    “Now, you got it. You’re a sharp one, Oscar.” 
 
    Seeming infused with new interest, Oscar said, “Let me help you get your sister out to the hole. Nice pajamas.” 
 
    “Thanks. You’re my man.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Guess I am, ain’t I? At least until you get your rat bill worked off.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Thursday, October 31st. 
 
    Samhain.   
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Dampness seeping under him woke Luke out of a restless sleep. Misty had been uncomfortable all night and made numerous trips to the bathroom. She’d slept poorly and finally dozed off closer to morning. 
 
    Luke ran his hand underneath his boxers, and the sheets were wet. “Misty, I think we should get up. The bed is wet.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The sheets are wet, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Oh,” Misty struggled to get her elbows underneath her and sit up. “Did I pee?” 
 
    Luke rolled out of bed and ran around to help her. “No love. I think it’s the fluid. Our baby is coming.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s arriving today, and he still has no name.” Misty felt her nightie. “You’re right, sugar. I’m wet. Look at that. He surprised me already.” 
 
    “Surprised both of us.” Luke helped Misty into the bathroom, pulled on a pair of jeans, and went to get Claire. He tapped on her door. “Claire, are you awake? I think Misty’s water broke.” 
 
    Claire opened the door, pulling her robe on. “Oh, my. We better get dressed.” 
 
    “I’m half-dressed. Misty is in the bathroom.” 
 
    “I’ll throw on some clothes and come help her.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Luke ran back to the bathroom, and Misty was washing her face at the sink. “Claire is coming to help you get dressed. Do you want tea before you go to the hospital?” 
 
    “Am I going now? Nothing has started.” 
 
    Luke grinned. “I think you should.” 
 
    Misty laughed. “Make tea, sweetheart, and tell Angelique to make me a huge breakfast. I’m starving.” 
 
    “Should you take time to eat?” Luke felt panic mounting in his chest. 
 
    “I’m eating, Lukey. I’m going to need carbs for energy. You should eat too. It might be a long day.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll help Angelique.” 
 
    Ben walked into the hall. “Why are you dressed, Luke? It’s still dark.” 
 
    “Misty is having our baby. We’re eating breakfast extra early.” 
 
    “Can I eat early too? I’ll get dressed.” 
 
    “Sure. Tell Row to get up. She’ll want to come to the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    Ben ran back in his room and plopped down on Rowanne’s side of the bed. He touched her arm. “Rowanne. Wake up. We have to go get the new baby now.” 
 
    Rowanne slowly opened her eyes. “We do? Is it time?” 
 
    “Luke said we have to eat breakfast and hurry up if we want to go to the hospital.” 
 
    Rowanne sat up. “Okay, I’m hurrying. I want to go.” 
 
    Ben pulled a shirt over his head. “I’m going to eat with Luke. You hurry up.” 
 
    Rowanne laughed. “I am Ben. See, I’m running into the bathroom right now.” 
 
      
 
    The kitchen was chaos. Angelique and Luke were cooking in four different skillets on the huge six-burner stove.  
 
    “We likely have plenty of time,” said Claire. “The first baby is usually slow arriving.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Luke. “I don’t want him arriving here and us not knowing what we’re doing.” 
 
    Claire laughed. “I think I could manage, Luke. I’ve been present at a few births.” 
 
    “I’m coming to the hospital,” said Josiah. “I’m not missing the birth of my grandson.” 
 
    “Certainly, dear. You can come.” 
 
    Angelique set plates and cutlery on the table and put a glass of water in front of Ben.  
 
    “Is Row getting up?” Luke asked Ben. 
 
    “I told her to get up and hurry,” said Ben. 
 
    Luke chuckled. “I’ll be a head case by the time I get to the hospital.” 
 
    Ben drank his water, set the glass down, and waiting for his breakfast. “I saw people bury a body.” 
 
    Luke spun around from the stove. “What? When did you see that?” 
 
    “In the night. I went for a run down the lane and saw them. Man and tall lady putting a body in the hole.” 
 
    “Which house was it, buddy?” 
 
    “The old broken house Rowanne showed me. The ladies who steal from Misty.” 
 
    “Number seventeen?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t have time this morning, but we’ll have a look later. Good eye, Ben.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ben grinned at Luke. The kid lapped up praise like a thirsty dog. 
 
    Misty hollered from the top of the stairs. “Somebody come and help me get down these stairs.” 
 
    Luke dropped his spatula on the floor and ran at top speed. “Wait, wait for me, sweetheart. Don’t try it on your own.” 
 
    Misty hung onto the newel post at the top and giggled. “I’m waiting, Lukey. I’ve been careful for nine months. I’m not falling on my last day and blowing it.” 
 
    Luke wrapped a strong arm around her. “Hang onto the railing on that side.” 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, Misty groaned as Luke helped her into the front seat of her truck. “I’m too fat and too tired to do this. I want to stay home. I want ma cher to deliver young Harry.” 
 
    Luke barked out a laugh. “Really, we’ve devolved to Harry Potter.” 
 
    “I’m desperate. It’s time we make some decisions.” 
 
    Luke buckled up and started the truck. “We’ll brainstorm on the way to the hospital, Mist. Doctor Maynard is waiting at for you. Once we get there, you’ll feel better. The nice nurses will take care of you.” 
 
    “Don’t placate me, Luke Hyslop. No matter what you say, this isn’t going to be fun.” 
 
    Luke smiled. 
 
    “How long does a baby take to get out?” asked Ben from the back seat. 
 
    “Only a minute, if I have anything to do with it.” Misty giggled, then let out an ear-piercing scream. “Ow, that hurt so much. Hurry, Lukey.” 
 
    Luke’s hands shook as he held tight to the steering wheel and powered the Expedition down the narrow back lane and into the street, narrowly missing a black and white dog. 
 
    “How far is the hospital?” asked Rowanne. 
 
    “About fifteen minutes.” Luke stepped on the gas. “I’ll try to make it in less.” 
 
    Another contraction hit Misty, and she groaned and gripped the armrest. Luke tramped on the gas. 
 
    Ben growled. “I don’t like going fast in the truck.” 
 
    “We have to go fast,” said Rowanne holding his hand. “Uncle Luke doesn’t want Misty to have the baby in her seat.” 
 
    Ben made a face. “Don’t do that, Misty.” 
 
    “Okay, sugar. I’ll try not to.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Oscar got out of Fern’s bed and pulled his jeans on. “Yep, that was a damn good down payment. I’ll get on home and call my guys and be back here in an hour to start on these fuckin rats.” 
 
    Fern pulled on her robe and walked him to the top of the staircase.  
 
    Oscar glanced around as he headed down. “Seems to be more of them than there was when I got here.” 
 
    “They breed fast.” Fern watched with disgust as they swarmed and chattered in the front foyer. “But not that fast.” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “This is gonna be the best paying job I ever had. Hope you never run out of vermin, Ferny.” 
 
    “I hope I do. I hate the little bastards.” 
 
      
 
    New Orleans Hospital. 
 
    Luke parked at the emergency entrance and ran inside for a wheelchair. “My wife is having a baby, and I need help,” he hollered to anyone who would listen. 
 
    A nurse grabbed a wheelchair, followed Luke outside to the truck, and helped Misty down from the step side and into the chair. 
 
    “My water broke,” said Misty. 
 
    “How long ago?” asked the nurse. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It was in the night.” 
 
    “Okay. And have contractions started?” Jane pushed the chair to the elevator, pressed two, and they rolled out on the second floor.  
 
    Misty doubled over groaning as another one took hold. 
 
    “That would be a yes,” Luke said. 
 
    The nurse pointed as she zoomed down the corridor. “Y’all can wait in there until we get Mom prepped for delivery. Dad, you come with me.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” said Luke and broke into a jog. 
 
    “I want to watch the baby get out,” said Ben. 
 
    “We will,” said Claire finding a seat in the waiting room. “They have to get Misty ready first. 
 
    “Isn’t she ready now?” 
 
    Claire laughed. “I think she is.” 
 
    “I’m going into the delivery room,” said Josiah. “I’ll come back and tell you if anything is happening.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” said Claire. 
 
    “I want to go with him,” said Ben.  
 
    “We have to wait,” said Rowanne. “Sit down, and I’ll read you a story.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    Rowanne picked up a magazine and glanced at the pictures on the cover. “It’s about stupid people and how they ruin their lives trying to get rich.” 
 
    Ben screwed up his face. “I don’t like that one.” 
 
    Rowanne laughed. “I’ll pick a better one.” 
 
      
 
    Luke sat frozen in the delivery room watching the nurses buzz around, getting Misty ready to deliver his son. His heart was beating in his chest so fast, he figured by the time his son arrived, he’d need medical assistance himself.  
 
    When the nurses finished prepping Misty, one of them pointed him. “Sit up there, Dad, by Misty’s head and hold her hand. You can give her ice chips or water when she wants them. You’re the emotional support team.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He moved his chair. 
 
    “Is this your first child?” She asked with a smile. 
 
    The pain shot through his heart, and he had to wait for enough air to answer. “Second.” 
 
    “You know what to do then.” She left the room. 
 
    Misty reached for his hand. “You okay, Lukey? I’m sorry this is so hard for you. You don’t have to stay if it’s too much.” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m not leaving you, Mist, or our son. Do you want some ice?” 
 
    She nodded her head. 
 
    The nurses were in and out of the room, checking on Misty every few minutes as the contractions grew closer together.  
 
    Claire came in and held her hand on the other side of the bed. Ben and Rowanne came in for a visit, and Ben was pacing and getting antsy.  
 
    “Take Ben for a quick lap of the park outside,” said Misty. “I’ll wait until y’all come back.” 
 
    They left, and Luke laughed. “Can you wait?” 
 
    “I think you’re asking the wrong person.” 
 
    The doctor breezed in to join them. “Let’s see how things look. The nurses tell me that Mom is almost ready to deliver this big boy.” 
 
    Misty laughed. “Not almost. I’m ready. I can’t wait to be ten pounds lighter.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes widened. “You think he weighs ten pounds? That’s an awfully big baby.” 
 
    “Any bets?” asked Doctor Maynard. “Now’s the time to write down your guesses and put up your money.” 
 
    Misty giggled, then her laughter turned into a yell. “Okay, that one hurt.” 
 
    The doctor finished with his examination and smiled. “You, my dear, are ready to push Your son is eager to make his entrance.” 
 
    Misty had two more long hard contractions, and the doctor nodded his head. “Dad, if you want a better view of the arrival, you better come down here and get ready.” 
 
    Ben and Rowanne came running in. “Are we late?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Luke. “Take my spot and stand up here.” 
 
    Misty screamed, and Ben’s face drained white. He was about to cut and run when Rowanne grabbed his hand.  
 
    “Wait a minute, Ben. He’s coming.” 
 
    The lights in the birthing suite grew brighter and brighter until the doctor had to shield his eyes. Misty let out a little squeal, and then, without her putting too much effort into it, her son slid out into the doctor’s waiting hands.”  
 
    The room grew warm, and a royal blue glow surrounded the baby. Claire smiled, and so did Luke. Their boy was already showing his power.  
 
    “Here you are, Dad,” the doctor said, handing him his slightly gooey boy. Unable to see the baby’s brilliant display of color, the doctor smiled at Misty. “That was an easy one.” 
 
    Misty laughed. “Yeah, piece of cake.” 
 
    The nurse rushed over and put her hands out to take the baby from Luke, but he wasn’t giving him up that easily.  
 
    “I’ll clean him up and give him right back, I promise. We’ll be just over here. Not far.” The nurse eased the babe from his hands. “Congratulations, Dad.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Luke could barely speak. Tears rolled down his face, and he felt dizzy as he staggered to the closest chair. 
 
    “You okay, Uncle Luke?” asked Rowanne. “You’re pale.” 
 
    “Never better,” said Luke. As soon as he was able to stand, he walked over to Misty and kissed her. “Fantastic job, Mist. He’s beautiful.” 
 
    “How would I know? I haven’t seen him yet,” said Misty. 
 
    “He looks like me,” said Josiah, hovering over the birthing bed. “He’ll be powerful, handsome, and charming like all the LeJeune men.” 
 
    “And modest?” asked Claire. 
 
    The nurse stepped back from the little care station and presented the baby to his family. Clad in a tiny blue sleeper, and wrapped up like a sausage in a blue blanket, she laid him across Misty’s chest. “Nine pounds, eleven ounces. A perfect size for a new mother to handle.” 
 
    Doctor Maynard straightened from dealing with things at the bottom of the birthing bed. “If I could ask everybody except Dad to leave for a few moments, I’ll wrap everything up.” 
 
    The room emptied, and Luke asked. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Umm… there was some bleeding because of the baby’s size, but nothing to be concerned about. We’ll send Misty upstairs until tomorrow. A day of rest is all she needs.” 
 
    “Okay.” Luke blew out a breath, wondering when he’d felt this unsteady on his feet. 
 
    “As soon as she’s settled in a room,” said the doctor, “the family can visit for a few minutes more. Then I’m going to call it. I want Mom resting for the rest of the day.” 
 
    Luke nodded his head. “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Oscar came back in an hour with two men and a load of equipment for rat removal. 
 
    “Hellfires, boss. Never seen such an infestation.” 
 
    Oscar grinned. “Yep, be a good while getting rid of these babies. Probably whole colonies of young ones in the walls.” 
 
    Fern let out a little squeal. “No, not in the walls.” 
 
    “Yep. Gonna take some time.” Oscar grinned again. “You take what you need and wander yonder to my place, Ferny. Have to ask you to leave for today.” 
 
    “I’ll take my laptop,” she said. “How long will this take?” 
 
    “Couple hours, but then… just plan on the whole day out of the house.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to.” She picked up her laptop and headed for the front door. 
 
    “We should call the Guinness people, boss. This many rats in one house… gotta be a record-breaker.” 
 
    Oscar seemed pleased. “Be good publicity for the company if we could get into the book.” 
 
    “I don’t want my house in the Guinness book,” said Fern. “Just get rid of the fuckin rats.” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “Fern can be testy, boys. Watch out.” 
 
    “Didn’t know you had a hot squeeze, boss. You never mentioned her.” 
 
    “Private things are best kept private, right, babe?” He winked at her. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Oscar. Is your house unlocked?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Coffee is on too. Cream in the fridge.” 
 
    “You thought of everything.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m a man who takes care of my woman.” 
 
    Hope I’m not your woman for long. 
 
      
 
    New Orleans Hospital. 
 
    Luke sat next to Misty’s bed, holding his baby boy. He’d fallen asleep the moment he picked him up and was taking a peaceful nap after all the effort of being born. “He’s perfect, Mist.” 
 
    Misty smiled at them while Rowanne darted around the room, taking pictures on Luke’s phone. 
 
    “All right, family. Now that we see him let’s give him a name. I want something with power and meaning. He’s a child of the goddess. He possesses great gifts. I want him to understand his heritage and embrace the beauty of the natural world. What do we call him?” 
 
    Ben raised his hand, but then realized everyone was looking at him and pulled it back down. 
 
    Misty smiled and waved him toward the bed. “Don’t be shy, sugar. If you have a suggestion, I want to hear it?” 
 
    Ben strode over and looked down at the baby in Luke’s arms. “I don’t know wizard names, but you said power and meaning and nature. To me, that is the forest. The forest is home and shelter. It’s wild and powerful. It provides food and clean air. Forest is nature.” 
 
    When no one said anything, Ben looked around. “Is that wrong?” 
 
    Misty looked at Luke, and he nodded. “I like Forest.” 
 
    She held out a hand for Ben and hugged him when he came to her. “Thank you, Ben. That’s a wonderful name. Everyone meet Forest Josiah LeJeune-Hyslop.” 
 
    After Luke finally gave up baby Forest, Claire and Rowanne got their turns. “Do you want to hold him, Ben?” asked Misty. 
 
    Ben nodded. “I’ll be careful.” He sat down, and Rowanne put the baby into his arms. Ben was all smiles as he held the baby like he was made of glass. “Hello, little Forest.” 
 
    Rowanne teared up watching him. 
 
    Misty’s nurse came in and put a halt to the baby party. She put the baby into the bed in the corner of the room and shooed everyone out. “Time for Mom and baby to sleep. You can come get them in the morning and take them home.” 
 
    Hesitant to leave her, Luke leaned down and kissed Misty once more. “I love you so much.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    As soon as they arrived home, everyone talked at once to Angelique bringing her up to speed. Luke showed her all the pictures of Forest on his phone. And everyone praised Ben for coming up with the name.  
 
    “I’ll pick them up first thing in the morning. Is everything ready upstairs?” 
 
    “The nursery has been ready for weeks,” said Claire. “The girls are in there every day fussing over it and making it perfect. They will be so excited when they see him.” 
 
    “Tomorrow will be his big introduction to the girls,” said Luke. “Mist will be tired when she gets home. I don’t want them fussing over him too much until she feels better.” 
 
    Luke was exhausted from early start and all the adrenaline pumping through his veins during the birth of his son. Still, there was little time to rest.  
 
    The next thing he had to deal with was Sam. 
 
    Luke trudged upstairs to his room and sat down at his desk to sort it out. How should he handle it? He couldn’t say his brother was killed by a bear because that would involve Rowanne and Ben. He didn’t want Ben being questioned by the police about what had happened in the forest. The kid was sweet but sometimes sounded… unreliable? 
 
    Should he report Sam as a missing person? 
 
    Could he hold a funeral without a death certificate? 
 
    And then there’s Lynn. Luke blew out a breath, wondering what to tell her. 
 
    I shouldn’t tell her anything until things are settled. 
 
    He’d talk it over with Rowanne after he had lunch and a beer.” Luke washed his face, brushed his teeth, and wondered when he’d felt so drained. 
 
    Downstairs, he ate without really paying attention to what Angelique put in front of him and downed a cold Miller. After that, he felt slightly better. He stuck his head in the sitting room, looking for Ben. “Hey, Ben, why don’t you show me where you saw the people burying the body last night?” 
 
    Ben hopped up, and the dogs were right behind him. Hoodoo and Nixa stuck to Ben like hounds to a fox. He ran out the back door and headed for the back gate faster than Luke could keep up. “Slow down a little bit and wait for this old guy,” hollered Luke. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Ben waited for Luke in the laneway on the other side of the fence, his arm extended, pointing down the lane. As soon as Luke caught up, they jogged together down the narrow strip of dirt behind the row of huge old houses. Wide enough for one vehicle, the easement belonged to all the residents on that side of the street. Some had garages, and others didn’t. 
 
    Ben stopped behind number seventeen and pointed over the fallen down fence. The large yard was a victim of neglect—overgrown with weeds and dead grass—but there was a plot of earth freshly dug up under the apple tree. 
 
    Luke peered over the fence and nodded. “Definitely big enough spot to bury a body, Ben. 
 
    “What are those mask men doing?” asked Ben. Men came out the back door and ran around the side of the house, doing something at the basement windows. 
 
    “Hmm… they look like they might be exterminators.” Luke smiled. “Misty’s spell is working.” 
 
    “I want to see the spell working,” said Ben. 
 
    “No, we can’t see. We have to enjoy it from out here in the laneway.” 
 
    “What about the lady in the orange pajamas?” asked Luke. 
 
    “Pardon?” Luke cranked his head around to hear the new information. Sometimes Ben’s thoughts were fragmented. “The body was a lady wearing orange pajamas?” 
 
    “I can see in the dark, you know.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, that’s handy. You think it was a lady?” 
 
    “Girl clothes.” 
 
    “Okay, girl clothes. A good indicator. We better call the police and have them take over.” 
 
    “I want to watch them dig her up,” said Ben. He pointed again and whispered. “She’s under the dirt.” 
 
    Luke smiled. “Perhaps you’ll get that chance. I wouldn’t mind watching them myself. Let’s go call them.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern happened to be in Oscar’s kitchen, refilling her coffee mug when she noticed two guys in the back lane, looking at Marigold’s grave. 
 
    “Aw, Jeeze. Don’t tell me that fuckin cop is nosing around my yard. Now I’ll have to move Mari as soon as it’s dark unless I can get Oscar to do it sooner.” 
 
    Fern set her mug down and ran next door to her own house. She stuck her head in the front door and spotted Oscar doing his exterminator thing. She gave him a wave, and he stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind him.  
 
    “What? I told you to stay at my house, Ferny.” 
 
    “Emergency.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “I saw two guys in the lane looking at Marigold’s grave.” 
 
    “So what? Let them look. They can’t come on private property and start digging.” 
 
    “Even if they’re cops?” 
 
    “Were they cops?” 
 
    “One was a Texas Ranger.” 
 
    “Fuck that.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “Umm… I can’t do anything right now,” said Oscar, “I’m in mid-extermination mode. How about tonight, after dark?” 
 
    “Sure. After dark is good.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Luke and Ben came in the back door to find Charlotte, Diana, and Michele had arrived to start preparing for the trick-or-treaters who would be coming as soon as it was dark.  
 
    Angelique had a pot of taffy boiling on the stove, and the girls were skewering apples, dipping them, and setting them out on sheets of waxed paper to harden. 
 
    “Man, I love candy apples,” Luke said, eyeing up their handiwork. “Gran used to make them for me. Save me one.” 
 
    Ben made a face. He wasn’t much of a fruit eater, although on occasion he would try something new. 
 
    “These are yummy, Ben,” said Rowanne. “I’ll let you take a bite of mine to see if you like it.” 
 
    He picked up an apple and a stick. “I want to make one, but I don’t want to eat it.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Perfect, you can make one for me, and I’ll eat it later.” Luke headed into the front parlor to make his call. He asked for homicide and was put on hold twice before he was able to speak with a detective. 
 
    “Detective Rislow speaking.” 
 
    Shit, Rislow. He’s the jerk from Leo’s case. 
 
    “This is Ranger Luke Hyslop, of Violent Crime in Texas. I believe one of my neighbors here in N’Orlean has a body buried in her yard.” 
 
    “Ranger Hyslop? I believe we’ve spoken before regarding the Pinoit case.” 
 
    “That’s correct, and I may have further information on that case as well.” 
 
    “Body in the yard on Hallowe’en. Uh-huh. I’m pretty busy this afternoon, but I’ll send a uniform to your address to get your statement.” 
 
    Luke was pissed but tried not to show it. “Number nine, Saint Gillian Street.” 
 
    “Squad should be along in a while.” 
 
    “Sure. Thanks.” 
 
    Thanks for nothing was more like it. 
 
      
 
    Claire changed into her long black cloak at dusk and let her dark hair hang loose around her shoulders. She stepped out onto the front porch and supervised as the girls lit candles in all the Jack-O-Lanterns they’d carved. 
 
    “Don’t they look gorgeous?” squealed Diana. “I wish Casey was here to see them.” 
 
    “Take pictures on your phone and send them,” said Rowanne. “He’ll want to see them, for sure.” 
 
    “What are those for?” asked Ben. 
 
    “Just for fun,” said Rowanne. “Keep away the evil spirits and welcome the good ones. We give treats to the good ones who wear a costume.” 
 
    “Like the dead lady in the orange pajamas?” 
 
    Rowanne stared at him. “I don’t know who that is, Ben.” 
 
    A big grin spread across Ben’s face. “Luke and me are gonna watch when they dig her up.” 
 
    Rowanne shrugged. “You boys have fun with that.” 
 
      
 
    Little ghosts and goblins rang the front doorbell every few minutes while Luke tried to talk to the uniformed officer in the front parlor. Ben sat quietly beside Luke, terrified of the uniform. Luke tried to answer most of the questions for Ben. 
 
    The officer, Sergeant Plummer, stared at Ben and asked, “Tell me what you saw, son.”  
 
    “The tall mean lady had a shovel. The man carried the fat lady with the orange pajamas and threw her in the hole. Then the tall mean lady covered her up with dirt.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And you saw all this in the dark? Can I ask what you were doing in the back lane in the middle of the night?” 
 
    Luke jumped in. “Ben has trouble sleeping in the city. He’s used to the quiet of nature. He often goes out at night.” 
 
    Ben nodded his head. 
 
    “This middle of the night burial occurred at number seventeen, you say?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Luke. “Down the street at number seventeen.” 
 
    “What’s your full name, son. I need it for the report.” 
 
    “Ben.” 
 
    “Ben, what?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. 
 
    “Ben Hyslop.” Luke spelled it, and the officer wrote it down in his notepad. 
 
    “I’ll speak to the homeowner and see what they have to say,” said Sergeant Plummer. 
 
    Luke stood up and shook the sergeant’s hand. “Thanks for coming, sir.”  
 
    Plummer gave Ben the once over and said. “Sometimes, things look different at night.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern and Oscar were sweeping the last of the rat bodies into garbage bags when the doorbell rang. 
 
    “Don’t let anybody in,” snapped Fern. “The house is a total rat dump.” 
 
    “We’re almost finished,” said Oscar. “It ain’t that bad. Maybe it’s more kids wanting candy.” 
 
    “With the rat crisis and Marigold screwing me over dying in the middle of it, I didn’t even have time to buy candy or remember it was Hallowe’en.” 
 
    “Your sister had on her Hallowe’en pajamas,” said Oscar. “Looked good on her too. She filled them out nice.” 
 
    Fern’s lip curled as she gave Oscar the stink-eye. He was even turned on by dead women. 
 
    The doorbell rang again. “I’ll get rid of them.” Oscar opened the door a little to see who it was. “Yes, officer, guess you ain’t trick or treating, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Help you with something?” Oscar opened the door wider.  
 
    The officer held up his badge. “I’m Sergeant Plummer from NOPD, and I’d like to come in and speak to y’all about a report I received.” 
 
    “What report?” Fern asked, joining them at the door. 
 
    “One of your neighbors says he saw you burying a body in your backyard. Mind if I take a look?” 
 
    “Don’t you need a warrant to look around on private property?” asked Fern. 
 
    Sergeant Plummer pushed his way into the foyer and zeroed in on the garbage bags. Two or three dead rats lay beside the bags. “What are those bags? Are they filled with rats?” 
 
    “I’m an exterminator, sir,” said Oscar. “Dead rats are what you see here, thanks to O.T. Extermination and Control.” 
 
    “Looks like you had a huge rat infestation,” said Sergeant Plummer. “Again, the back yard. Mind if I take a look?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Fern. “I’ve been having trouble with my neighbors, especially number nine, if that’s where the report originated. I’ll have to ask you to get a warrant and come back later.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. That’s exactly what I’ll do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. Nice meeting you.” 
 
    As soon as he left, Fern panicked. “We have to move Mari’s body, Oscar. You have to help me.” 
 
    Oscar grinned. “Where do you suggest we take her?” 
 
    “The last place they’ll look,” said Fern. “We’ll move her to a graveyard somewhere in the city.” 
 
    “Do you know one?” asked Oscar. 
 
    “No, but I can Google one. I’ll do it right now.” 
 
    “Do it while I finish getting the rats into the bags. We’ll need something to put her in.” 
 
    “Do you have a tarp or something like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want her getting my truck all dirty. Let me look in my garage.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Friday, November 1st. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern gazed up at the moon. “Not especially dark for midnight,” she said. “There are a lot of trees at the old graveyard I picked, and no one will be around this time of night. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Oscar stuck his shovel into the soft earth and poked the end of it around, hoping to hit Marigold. 
 
    “Huh, last night, I buried her hoping no dogs or anybody would dig her back up. Didn’t know it would be us.” 
 
    “I can tell you ain’t missing your sister much,” said Oscar. “That ain’t right, Ferny. You should be sad that she died. And so young too.” 
 
    “Thirty-three isn’t young. You didn’t know her, Oscar, or you’d be riding a float in the glad parade too.” 
 
    “Just say’n, that ain’t normal.” 
 
    “Just dig, Oscar. Don’t analyze me.” 
 
    Once Marigold was uncovered, the two of them lifted her out of the hole and plopped her down on the tarp Oscar had ready beside the grave. 
 
    “Roll her up,” Oscar said. “I’ll back the truck down the lane to your gate.” 
 
      
 
    Ben crept down the lane on all fours, keeping to the shadows and the long grass and weeds at the side. He heard the talk at the tall mean woman’s house. He sneaked closer and watched as they dug up the lady in the orange pajamas. Then they rolled her up in something and loaded her into the back of a van. 
 
    As the van drove down the lane towards the street, Ben ran behind to see where they were going. Luke would want to know so he could tell the police. 
 
      
 
    Old Broadmoor Cemetery. 
 
    Ben wasn’t even tired when the van turned into the scary place with the tall markers for the dead people. Rowanne told him that the more important the dead people, the bigger and taller their marker. 
 
    In his stealth mode, with his furry belly close to the ground, Ben crept close and watched the mean tall lady and the man dig a new hole. Then they put the lady in the orange pajamas in a new spot and covered her up again. Her shiny pajamas with the pictures on them were all dirty.  
 
    Ben was sad for her. 
 
    “What’s that?” The mean lady turned around when Ben crouched down under a bush close to her. 
 
    “Orange eyes under that bush, Ferny. It’s an animal. Let’s finish up and get out of here. You’re making me jumpy.” 
 
    “What kind of an animal?” She bent down and poked her shovel at Ben. He growled at her and snapped at the end of the shovel. 
 
    The mean lady let out a little squeal and jerked the shovel back. “I think it’s a fox.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Oscar. “No foxes in the city. Wild dog or coyote. Leave it alone, Ferny, or you’re gonna have more than rat bites.” 
 
    The bad people smoothed out the dirt on top of the dead lady, then put the shovel back in the truck. They drove back home and parked in the lane.  
 
    Tired from all that running, Ben headed upstairs and crawled into bed.  
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Ben was asleep in bed beside Rowanne when she screamed and sat up. “No, no. Daddy. Don’t be dead.” Ben wrapped his arms around her and held on tight while she cried about her daddy. Ben didn’t like Sam, but Rowanne did. He felt sad for her. 
 
    “They found his head,” she whispered. “The game warden found Daddy’s head.” 
 
    “The noisy black birds with the red beaks pecked his eyes out,” said Ben in sympathy. 
 
    A light tapping on the door, and it was Luke checking on Rowanne. “I heard you scream, Rowanne. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I had a bad dream, Uncle Luke. A game warden found Daddy’s head. There was nothing left of him, only his head.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s a terrible dream. Try to go back to sleep, honey. We’ll plan a funeral for Sam tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern jumped out of bed, screaming. “They’re back. The rats are back.” Naked, she ran down the stairs kicking swarming rodents out of her way as she galloped towards the front door. 
 
    Oscar paused long enough to pull on a pair of boxers before pursuing his woman out into the dusky light of dawn. Down the front porch steps, she ran waving her arms and shouting about the witch up the street at number nine.  
 
    “Fern, come back. Where are you going? You have no clothes on.” 
 
    Fern booked it up the street, passing house numbers in a blur of fury, fifteen, thirteen, and eleven. She stopped in front of number nine and tried to open the wrought iron gate. It wouldn’t budge. She tugged and grunted and pulled, and the latch would not move. 
 
    Fern had one bare leg over the fence when Oscar caught up to her, threw her over his shoulder, and carried her back to number fifteen.  
 
    Oscar carried Fern into his own house and locked the front door behind them. “No rats in this house. Stay here, and I’ll get you some clothes. Why did you run up the street to number nine, Fern? Isn’t that where the cop lives? Why would you want to rile him up, especially when you’re fuckin naked?” 
 
    Fern gave into tears and cried in Oscar’s arms. “I stole from the witch who lives there, and she sent the rats. I know she did.” 
 
    Oscar shook his head. “No one can send rats to you, Fern. They’re not like flowers. There is no RTD. Rat’s breed. They do not come special delivery from your neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street.  
 
    Luke was up, showered, and dressed early. He couldn’t wait to pick up Misty and Forest from the hospital and bring them home. He checked the nursery one last time before going down for breakfast, and everything looked perfect. 
 
    It should be perfect. Claire is in there ten times a day. 
 
    “Good morning, Ben. You’re up early.” 
 
    “I hunt for food early in the morning,” he said as he patted Nixa on her head. 
 
    Luke smiled at him. “But if Angelique makes your breakfast, you don’t have to look too far, do you?” His humor wasted on the guileless Ben, Luke poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table. 
 
    “The tall mean lady and the man dug up the lady with the orange pajamas and moved her,” said Ben. 
 
    “No, kidding? When was this?” 
 
    “Dark. It was dark.” 
 
    “They dug her up, and then did what?” Luke sometimes had to ease Ben’s thought patterns along to get the whole story. 
 
    “Rolled her up and put her in the truck.” 
 
    “They moved the body,” said Luke. “Sergeant Plummer probably scared Fern. I wonder if he’s trying to get a warrant to search the property?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “They made a new hole.” 
 
    “Did you see where?” asked Luke. 
 
    “I ran behind the truck, and it was far, but I wasn’t tired.” 
 
    “Can you remember where the new hole was?” 
 
    “Yep. Rowanne showed me where the dead people stay. The important dead people have big markers.” 
 
    “Right,” said Luke. “They moved her to a cemetery in the middle of the night. Interesting. Do you want to show me where after breakfast?” 
 
    “Not until Angelique cooks my sausages.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” said Luke with a smile. 
 
    “Dat boy likes to eat,” said Angelique as she put another skillet on the stove. 
 
      
 
    Old Broadmoor Cemetery. 
 
    Luke had an hour before he was scheduled to pick up Misty and the baby. Rowanne was still sleeping, so Luke and Ben went for a drive to see if he could remember where Fern Rose had moved the body. 
 
    “There. In there where the high markers are.” 
 
    “Sure. That’s an old graveyard with lots of trees for cover. Perfect place to bury a body that’s not supposed to be there. Good work, Ben.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “I’ll show you the hole.” 
 
    And he did.  
 
    In the back corner of the old cemetery, there was freshly dug dirt under a tree. Spanish moss hanging low enough to all but cover the new grave. 
 
    “I wonder if I’d have any better luck reporting this one, or if I’d be wasting my time?” 
 
    Ben shrugged.  
 
    “I’ll try Lieutenant White, but not right now. I have to take you home, then go to the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    New Orleans Hospital. 
 
    Sitting in a wheelchair, all ready to break out and go home, Misty was all smiles when he arrived. She held Forest, dressed in his orange fuzzy Hallowe’en sleeper, his soother in his little cherub mouth. After Luke took a half dozen pictures, they settled him into his car seat and set the seat in Misty’s lap. The nurse mobilized the chair, and they were off to the elevator. 
 
    The nurses waved, and Luke was elated. He hadn’t been this happy since the birth of his daughter. Thinking of her still stung, but not as severely as it always had. He’d miss her and her mother forever, but it was time for him to be happy again. 
 
    His life with Misty was perfect. To top it off, he was taking his son home.  
 
    The excitement at number nine Saint Gillian Street was running rampant. The girls planned to give Misty a rousing welcome home. 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Luke parked close to the back gate, so Misty wouldn’t have far to walk with the baby. He hopped out, ran around, and opened the door for her. He unhooked the car seat and gave Misty a hand down. 
 
    “I’m glad to be home. Anything exciting happen while I was gone?” 
 
    Luke chuckled as he strolled along beside her. “You’ve barely been gone twenty-four hours, sweetheart. What could have happened?” 
 
    “Samhain, Lukey. Things happen when the veil is thin.” 
 
    “Well, Ben did see something interesting,” Luke told her the story about Fern Rose burying the body. 
 
    “Fern buried Marigold?”  
 
    “According to Ben, Marigold was wearing shiny orange pajamas when Fern and a man tossed her in the hole.” 
 
    “Interesting. I wonder how Marigold died?” 
 
    “That’s a mystery, sweetheart.” Luke held the door open for Misty to walk into the sunroom.  
 
    “That’s not all. Ben was out last night on another one of his little night runs, and this morning he tells me they dug up the body and moved it over to the old Broadmoor graveyard.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “Did you call the police? Oh, I forgot… you are the police.” 
 
    “I talked to a guy yesterday, but he didn’t seem convinced. No time to call anyone today yet. My schedule is full of family fun time.” 
 
    “If you didn’t call anyone, why is there a sheriff in the foyer?” Misty pointed down the long hallway. 
 
    “No clue.” Luke took Misty’s arm and ushered her into the sitting room. When she was seated on the sofa, he placed the car seat on the floor beside her. “I’ll go see why he’s here.” 
 
    By the time Luke arrived at the front door, Rowanne was in tears, and Luke looked to the sheriff for an explanation. “I’m afraid we found a human head in the state forest a couple of days ago, and dental work matched up to this young lady’s father, Sam Hyslop. I didn’t mean to upset her, but there has to be an investigation. He died on state land that offered no access to the public.” 
 
    “Why don’t we sit in here,” said Luke, showing the sheriff into the front parlor. To Rowanne: “Sweetheart, Misty is home. Why don’t you and Ben stay in the sitting room with her and the baby.” 
 
    Rowanne nodded and took Ben by the hand. 
 
    “Luke Hyslop,” he said, offering his hand. “Sam was my brother.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, sir. But there are questions I have to ask. The first being, why was your brother alone in the state forest? It’s a wildlife preserve and teaming with bears, wolves, and other predators. It’s not a place for hiking on a whim.” 
 
    “Sam hadn’t been well. He’d had two close calls with heart surgery and wasn’t nearly recovered. I can’t say why he would have been there.” 
 
    “What did your brother do for a living? Did he have any experience roughing it in the wild?” 
 
    “He was an engineer, and no, he never went camping as far as I know. His daughter, Rowanne, was kidnapped back in February and found a few days later in that park. Maybe he was revisiting the scene. Maybe he was working something out in his own mind. I really can’t say.” 
 
    “If he entered the state lands to clear his head or for health reasons, it didn’t work out. The ME said claw marks on what was left of his neck were made by a black bear.” 
 
    Luke dropped his head. “Thank you for coming. I’ll help my niece make funeral arrangements for my brother.” 
 
    The sheriff stood up and offered Luke his hand. “A lot of unanswered questions, Mr. Hyslop, but we know your brother was killed by a bear. The forest has its own way of disposing of the dead. Again, I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Luke walked him to the door and saw him out. He blew out a breath and hurried to the kitchen to grab himself a beer. “Wine, Misty? Glass of wine?” he called from the kitchen. 
 
    “Breastfeeding, sugar. It’s a punch party for me.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street.  
 
    Fern lit five black candles and placed them along the mantel in the living room she and Marigold had never used. They had no furniture for that room, so never went in there.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Oscar. 
 
    “I’m going to break the spell Madam LeJeune put on me. And as soon as I do that, the rats will be gone.” 
 
    Oscar raised a dark brow. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Fern scowled at him. “Of course, I’m not kidding. I’m as good a witch as she is, and I’m going to break the spell and give her a dose of her own medicine.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in witches or magick.” 
 
    “Too bad for you, Oscar, my man. Witches are real, and magick is all around us. You are one of the mundane, and you better learn how to deal with it.” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “I need a beer.” 
 
    “Pour me a glass of wine. I might need fortification to cast this spell breaker.” 
 
    “Are you going to make up the spell?” 
 
    “I Googled it and got it online.” 
 
    Oscar laughed loudly from the kitchen. “Good one.” 
 
    Fern taped the paper with the spell printed on it to the front of the mantel so she could read it standing up. “Are you going to watch me?” 
 
    “Hang on. I’m getting the drinks.” He hurried in with a can of Miller in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. “Here you go. The wine might help.” 
 
    “I know you’re making fun of me, but you’ll see. I’ll make you into a believer.” 
 
    “Do it. I dare you.” Oscar leaned on the doorframe and waited for the show to begin. 
 
    Fern raised her arms and read the spell from the paper. 
 
      
 
    Goddess of the sun and moon 
 
    Break this spell and do it soon 
 
    Cast upon me by no friend 
 
    Break the spell and make it end 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Fern repeated the spell three times and smiled at Oscar. “That should do it.” 
 
    A dozen rats scrambled around their feet as they left the room. “How long will it take?” Oscar looked down at the rats and chuckled. “Your days are numbered vermin.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. You don’t believe this will work.” Fern gulped down half of her wine. “The internet didn’t say how long it took to work. I guess it takes as long as it takes.” 
 
    Oscar grinned at Fern. “I better have another beer.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Misty shivered as she held Forest in her arms and gave him his bottle. “Feel that, Mother? Someone is trying to break my spell. I bet I know who that someone is.” 
 
    Claire laughed. “Don’t be too hard on her, dear. I saw the exterminator’s truck down the street.” 
 
    “I’ll send something else to occupy her.” Misty looked to Charlotte, Michele, and Diana who were waiting for a turn to hold the baby. “Okay, girls, brainstorm. How should we respond to a neighbor snooping in my house and trying to steal our recipes?” 
 
    Michele smiled. “Of all things I hate, the worst, has to be spiders.” 
 
    “Girls?” Misty waited for the other two votes. 
 
    “Frogs?” asked Charlotte. “I still miss Wannabe.” 
 
    Diana giggled. “I’m voting for bees. The buzzing will drive her crazy.” 
 
    “All good suggestions, but I’m feeling benevolent and a little ironic—probably because of baby Forest—Let’s send her snakes to help with her rat problem. She wants the rats gone and we could help her out.” 
 
    Josiah laughed in the corner of the room. “I’m going down to number seventeen to watch the arrival of the serpents.” 
 
    “You do that, Daddy. I wish you could take pictures on your phone.” 
 
    “If I could hold a phone, I’d be a happy man.” 
 
    Claire giggled. “You are so silly, Josiah.  
 
    “Ma cher, could you get the book for me, please? What page, Daddy?” 
 
    “I like page one twenty-three a lot.” 
 
    Angelique retrieved the Book of Shadows from its place of honor in the kitchen and plunked the heavy tome on the table. She held her arms out and took the baby while Misty and the girls got ready. 
 
    Misty flipped through the parchment pages and stopped at page one twenty-three. “That does sound interesting, Daddy. Let me read it over a couple of times.” 
 
    When she was ready, and the circle had been cast, Misty stood up and raised her arms. 
 
      
 
    Evil doers 
 
    Spell you break 
 
    Feast on rats 
 
    A hundred snakes 
 
    Huge and hungry 
 
    Skin of slime 
 
    You cannot break 
 
    A spell of mine 
 
    I send them now 
 
    To ease your trouble 
 
    Each one you kill 
 
    Will come back double 
 
    So mote it be. 
 
      
 
    Josiah laughed. “That should do it. I’m off to visit our neighbors down the street. Back soon.” A chilly wind whipped through the sitting room, and Josiah was gone. 
 
    Claire laughed. “He gets such a kick out of your spells, darling. One of the few pleasures your father has left.” 
 
    “I love having him here,” said Misty. “I don’t ever want him to leave us.” 
 
      
 
    Luke held a little meeting in the front parlor with Rowanne and Ben. “We have to plan a funeral service for Sam, and I want you to choose where you want it held, and all the rest of it.” 
 
    “All his friends from his job are in Baton Rouge,” said Rowanne. “Should it be near our house up there?” 
 
    “I think it should,” said Luke. “Sam didn’t socialize with many people in N’Orlean.” 
 
    “You pick a funeral home, Uncle Luke, and we’ll go there tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make the appointment, and then I’ll call Lynn and tell her the bad news. We have to let her know.” 
 
    Ben sat quietly and said nothing. 
 
    Rowanne stood up and left the room. “I need a minute.” 
 
    Ben frowned. “Rowanne is sad for her, Daddy. He hurt me, and I’m not sad for him. Is that wrong?” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “No, buddy. Everybody gets to feel how they feel. Being sad for Rowanne is enough.”  
 
    Feeling the weight of his brother’s tragedy, Luke trudged up to his room, sat down at his desk and scanned through the funeral home options in Baton Rouge. He’d never been to any of them, so made a random choice and picked one not far from Sam’s house. Weston and Broome. 
 
    He made the appointment for the following day, then picked up his cell and dialed. “Lynn, this is Luke Hyslop.” 
 
    “Luke, hi, I’m glad you called. I’ve called Sam’s cell a couple of times but can’t get him. We parted on bad terms, and I wanted to… I don’t know what I wanted. I just didn’t like the way things were left between us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry things ended that way, Lynn, but I have more bad news to tell you, I’m afraid. Sam is dead.” 
 
    “Oh, no. Was it his heart?” 
 
    “It could have been in the end, but he was in the state forest and was attacked by a bear.” 
 
    Lynn sucked in a breath. “That’s terrible. Was he alone?” 
 
    “The details are sketchy. No one is sure why he was there or how he died.” 
 
    Lynn sniffled. “I yelled at him the day we broke up and made it crystal clear I couldn’t tolerate how he treated Ben and Rowanne. I hope I didn’t trigger something.” 
 
    “You’re not to blame, Lynn, in any way. I called to say Rowanne and I are coming to Baton Rouge tomorrow to plan Sam’s funeral. Once everything is in place, I’ll call and give you the details.” 
 
    “Would you, please? How is Rowanne? Sam upset her so much, and that was most of the trouble between us. The way he was treating the children. I couldn’t abide it.” 
 
    “Sam was a strong-willed man and wanted everyone to see things from his point of view. Rowanne is also strong-willed, her father’s daughter, and saw things differently. My brother made a lot of mistakes.” 
 
    Lynn stifled a sob. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you. Thank you, Luke.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Josiah flew through the kitchen window and invisibly joined Oscar and Fern as they paced and waited for her spell reversal to work. “It doesn’t look like the rats are going anywhere, Ferny. Are you sure your spell is going to work?” 
 
    “Fairly sure. I did everything the internet said.” 
 
    Oscar chuckled. “I’ve seen a lot of DIY extermination solutions on the net that weren’t worth a damn, Ferny. The net is filled with bullshit.” 
 
    Fern took a stance with her hands on her hips. “This will work, Oscar. I have faith in my power. I’m not giving up yet.” 
 
    Oscar held up a hand. “Okay, give it another hour.” He glanced into the empty living room. “Do you think you should blow out those candles before you burn the house down?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to let them burn down to make sure the spell works. I can’t blow them out.” 
 
    Oscar set down his beer and frowned. “Listen? What’s that noise? Sounds like the rats are getting worked up.” He stepped into the front hall to see what all the commotion was. “Jeeze, Louise, look at that. It’s a rat stampede.”  
 
    Fern came running to see what Oscar was hollering about and let out a scream that almost deafened him. “Snakes. Snakes are eating the rats.” 
 
    Oscar stood back and watched. “You said you wanted to get rid of the rats, Ferny. You got your wish.” 
 
    “Not with snakes.” Tears rolled down Fern’s cheeks. “I hate snakes. Kill them, Oscar. Kill the fuckin snakes.” 
 
    “How?” Oscar retrieved his beer and chugged what was left. “Tell me exactly how I’m supposed to kill them, Ferny.” 
 
    “You’re the exterminator wizard,” Fern hissed. “You brag about how great you are. You must know how to get rid of a snake infestation.” 
 
    “I don’t know if these boys are poisonous or not. I’ll have to look up their markings to be sure.” 
 
    “By the time you look them up, you useless dickwad, they’ll all be dead.”  
 
    Fern ran into the kitchen and returned at top speed with a meat cleaver in her hand. Whack—she dove down and chopped the head off one of the snakes as he slithered by. “Take that, you slithery bastard.” 
 
    The snake disappeared, and two more took its place right in front of her eyes. She screamed, and Oscar edged closer, his eyes bulging out of his head. 
 
    “Would you look at that. That’s something I ain’t seen before.” 
 
    “That’s magick,” screamed Fern. “It’s her. She’s doing this. These snakes aren’t real.” 
 
    “Look real to me. We better get on over to my house until we think of a plan.” 
 
    “Get rid of them, Oscar. Get rid of the snakes, or our booty deal is off. Canceled. Finished.” Fern was red in the face and screaming at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t, Miss Fern. Our deal is good as long as there is one rat in this house, and there are still hundreds of them. Look around you.” 
 
    “I can’t stay here. I’m moving back to Florida.” 
 
    Oscar grabbed her arm. “We’re getting out of here. Things will look better tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    When Josiah returned home, everyone was gathered in the sitting room, anxiously awaiting his report. 
 
    “Well, Daddy?” asked Misty. “Did the snakes arrive?” 
 
    Josiah chucked, and it was an eerie sound that sent shivers through many of the living. “They arrived all right, my child. Number seventeen is bedlam. Snakes eating rats and Miss Fern screaming at the exterminator man. She mentioned moving back to Florida.” 
 
    “That’s the best place for her,” said Luke. “She’s not a good person to have as a neighbor.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should check on them in the morning, dear,” said Claire. “We should be apprised of their plans.” 
 
    “Miss Fern doesn’t seem to be grieving for her sister,” said Josiah. 
 
    “Perhaps, you should go to the old Broadmoor graveyard tonight and have a chat with Miss Marigold,” said Luke. “She may want to pay her sister a visit.” 
 
    “What a splendid idea, son,” said Josiah. “I had nothing planned for later.”   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Saturday, November 2nd. 
 
      
 
    Old Broadmoor Cemetery. 
 
    After his family were sleeping peacefully in their beds, Josiah LeJeune paid a visit to Marigold Rose’s second grave at Old Broadmoor. Josiah had several friends resting in that graveyard, and he visited quite often in the dead of night. 
 
    “Let’s see,” said Josiah, as he darted around, “I believe Luke said the back corner under the tree.”  
 
    He flew over the tombstones, soaring high and diving down, making a few figure eights in the air, just because he could. A wonderful night for aviation.  
 
    In the back corner, he hovered over the freshly dug grave and gave Marigold a should out. “Marigold Rose, can you hear me?” Josiah heard a muffled noise, and he waited.  
 
    A moment later, a head, oddly tilted to the left, popped up out of the dirt. “Your head is on a funny angle. Did you break your neck?” 
 
    “I fell down the stairs.” Her essence wiggled out of the dirt a little more, and Josiah could see her dirt-covered orange pajamas. “Poor, Ferny. She must be so upset.” 
 
    “About your sister, dear. She doesn’t seem to be missing you much. It’s not right. Perhaps we should pay her a visit.” 
 
    Marigold laughed. “You want me to haunt her?” 
 
    “Only a suggestion, dear. I can’t tell you what to do with your time on this side of the veil, but I enjoy my days.” 
 
    “I have been bored,” said Marigold. “It might be fun to go home and scare the crap out of Fern. She scared me every single day when I was alive. She thrived on it.” 
 
    “There you go. Time for a little payback for Miss Fern. I’ll see that you get there safely.” 
 
    “Would you? I’m new at this.” 
 
    “But, of course. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Seventeen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    With a little prompting from Josiah, Marigold flew in through Fern’s bedroom window and hovered above her bed. “How should I wake her up?” 
 
    “Swirl around, and the cold wind will get her attention.” 
 
    Marigold flew around the room like an aerialist in a Circe De Soleil spectacular. She’d never been so graceful, and she giggled the whole time. “This is fun.” 
 
    Fern woke with a start and screamed when she saw her sister, Marigold, close to the ceiling above her bed. “You can’t be here, Mari. I don’t believe in ghosts.” 
 
    “Too bad. I’m here, and I’m staying. This is my house too. Besides, I miss my cats.” 
 
    “No. I won’t live with you as a ghost. The rats and the snakes were bad enough. Now you come back to haunt me?” Fern launched out of bed, grabbed a suitcase from the closet and filled it full of clothes. She zipped it up, ran downstairs, and grabbed her laptop from the kitchen table. 
 
    “Goodbye, Marigold. Have the whole house to yourself.” Fern ran out the front door and slammed it behind her so hard two burning candles fell from the mantle and landed on the living room hardwood floor. 
 
      
 
    Weston and Broome. Baton Rouge. 
 
    Rowanne and Ben sat next to Luke in the funeral director’s office. Ben sat stiff and frozen in the presence of the ominous-looking funeral director.  
 
    Rowanne looked through brochures at pictures of coffins trying to decide which one would be right for her father’s head. It seemed ludicrous to pay for a casket just for a head. They were so expensive. She couldn’t believe the prices printed on the brochure. 
 
    “I think Daddy should be cremated. We’ll have a service with the urn.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Good decision, Rowanne. Fine with me.” 
 
    “I’ll pick an urn,” said Rowanne, and Mr. Weston handed her a different catalog. She browsed through the choices and pointed at a tall, sleek black one. “This one is fine. Is it possible to have the service tomorrow?” 
 
    The funeral director frowned and shook his gray head. “The ashes won’t be ready for tomorrow, I’m afraid. And tomorrow is Sunday.” 
 
    “How about Monday, and we’ll have the service with just the urn,” said Rowanne. She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, and Ben looked like he might cry too. 
 
    “Of course, we could hold the service in memorial with the empty urn on Monday afternoon. I can fit you in at three.” 
 
    Rowanne looked to Luke, and he nodded. “Three is fine. I’ll make some calls when we get home.” 
 
    After shaking hands with all three of them, the funeral director showed them to the door. 
 
    “I didn’t like him,” said Ben as he jumped into the back seat of the truck. “He had lier eyes. He pretended to be sad, but he wasn’t sad.” 
 
    “He was okay,” said Rowanne. “It’s his job to appear sympathetic.” 
 
      
 
    Sam Hyslop’s Residence. Baton Rouge.  
 
    Luke stood in the kitchen with Rowanne and Ben and glanced around. The whole place reminded him of Sam. 
 
    “There’s a lot of work to do here,” said Rowanne. “I want all of my things out of my room upstairs, but after that, almost all the rest of it can be sold.” 
 
    “You might want some of the newer furniture for Gran’s house,” said Luke. “Her furniture is old and well-worn.” 
 
    “Good thought, Uncle Luke. I’ll need time to sort it out.” 
 
    “We’ll have an agent come and appraise the property,” said Luke. “I’ll have to look into the mortgage and Sam’s will, and the legal end of things, but the house does belong to you, Rowanne. You’re Sam’s only heir.” 
 
    “It makes me sad to think Daddy will never come back here. We had some good times here when Mommy was alive.” Her green eyes welled up, and Luke pulled her in for a hug. 
 
    “This is the house where you grew up, Row. Of course, it’s full of memories. Take your time and put lots of thought into every decision. You don’t have to hurry.” 
 
    “Gran’s house on the bayou will be best for Ben, and she wants us to live there, but that house belongs to you now, Uncle Luke. You have the last say on what happens there.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It is mine, and I agree with Gran. It is the best possible place for Ben. I want the two of you to live there and be happy.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Rowanne hugged him. “Let’s lock up and go home.” 
 
      
 
    Nine Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.  
 
    Luke parked in the lane behind the house, and when he jumped out of the truck, he smelled smoke. 
 
    Rowanne smelled it to and pointed. “Down there, Uncle Luke, where the mean sisters live. There’s a fire.” 
 
     “I’ll run out the front and make sure the firemen are on site,” said Luke. He tore in the back door, down the long hallway, and out the front door. From the porch, he saw a couple of fire trucks, an ambulance, and three police cruisers. “Yep, well taken care of. Wonder what started that fire?” 
 
    Luke ran back inside, and Misty hurried from the kitchen to hug him. She kissed him, squeezed him tight, and giggled. “It feels like forever since I’ve been able to get this close to you, sugar.” 
 
    “This is the kind of greeting I like. Where’s my boy?” 
 
    “He’s the center of attention in the sitting room. He barely gets a chance to whimper before someone scoops him up.” 
 
    “Did your father happen to see how number seventeen caught on fire?” asked Luke. 
 
    Misty giggled. “Daddy has turned into the neighborhood watch. He said candles fell from the mantelpiece and set the floor on fire.”  
 
    “Fire might be the perfect solution to their rat and snake problem,” said Luke. 
 
    “Daddy said Fern moved next door to the exterminator’s house.” 
 
    “Good luck to the exterminator,” said Luke. “I’m still wondering whether the police would believe me if I told them Fern moved her sister’s body to Old Broadmoor.” 
 
    “Let it go, sweetheart. You’re not responsible for solving every crime in N’Orlean. 
 
    Luke laughed. “It just feels like I am.” 
 
    “Rowanne said the funeral is all set for Monday?” 
 
    Luke nodded. “I have to make some calls to Sam’s work colleagues and Lynn. Give me an hour, and we’ll catch up before dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen Saint Gillian Street. 
 
    Fern and Oscar stood on the walkway in front of Oscar’s house watching number seventeen blaze merrily. Most of the wood portions of the Rose’s money pit were over a hundred years old and tinder dry. Sparks and detritus shot into the air as the firefighters fought for control of the blaze. 
 
    The Fire Chief approached Oscar and yelled above the noise of the hoses, “Mr. Tuck, you’ll have to move your truck out of your driveway, and it would be best if you evacuated your premises for the time being. The fire is spreading, and we’re hoping to save your house and the neighbor on the other side, but there are no guarantees.” 
 
    Oscar frowned. “I don’t want to lose my house. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Move your truck for starters before your tires melt, sir.” 
 
    “Doing it now. Come with me, Fern. We’ll get drive-thru burgers and coffee. See what the situation is like when we come back.” Oscar pulled his keys out of the pocket of his jeans and jumped headed toward the van. 
 
    Reality hit Fern hard, and she sprinted off in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t go back there,” the Fire Chief hollered. 
 
    Ignoring him, Fern ran down the narrow space between the two houses and around the back of number seventeen.  
 
    Mother’s cash box. The money inside it was all she had left. She told Mari to put it in a safe place but never asked her where she stashed it. Would it be in her room? 
 
    “Don’t go in there, lady,” hollered one of the firefighters spraying water at the back of the house. “You can’t go in there. It’s a death trap.” 
 
    Fern turned a deaf ear, ran through the waterfall, and into the house where the back door used to be. She ran up the back stairs to Marigold’s room and couldn’t see for smoke.  
 
    With her eyes running and her lungs struggling for oxygen, Fern grabbed the knob on Mari’s closet and screamed. The metal was so hot it was almost molten.  
 
    The heat seared the skin off her hand. 
 
    She wailed in pain as she dropped to her knees and crawled to see if the metal lockbox was under her sister’s bed. She could see the shape of it.  
 
    It was there, but she couldn’t reach it.  
 
    Meow.  
 
    Mari’s three cats were huddled under the bed hiding from the fire. “I have to get you guys out.” Fern grabbed hold of Endor, stood up, and fired him out the smashed window to a fireman down below. “Two more coming,” she shouted.  
 
    Unable to see, the smoke was so thick, Fern reached under the bed and grabbed Cassandra. Cassie was scared and didn’t want to come out. She clawed Fern as she grabbed her tail and pulled her out from under.  
 
    She fired cat number two out the window. “One more.” 
 
    Gasping for breath, her throat burning and raw, Fern crawled on her belly, trying to reach Morgan. She touched one of his front paws and pulled him towards her. 
 
    Meow. 
 
    He hissed and pulled back, but she was stronger. She managed to get a firm hold on him, but when she pulled him out from under the bed, she was too weak to stand. Her lungs felt like they were charcoal pits.  
 
    Fern reached over the burning window sill and hurled Morgan into the air. She thought she heard a fireman say got him before she collapsed on the floor. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Monday, November 4th. 
 
      
 
    Weston and Broome Funeral Home. Baton Rouge. 
 
    Rowanne and Ben sat in the front pew next to Luke and Misty. Claire sat in the row behind with Michele, Charlotte, and Diana. Angelique had opted to stay home with the baby. He was too young to be out in the world and exposed to all its germs and hazards.  
 
    On Luke and Rowanne’s behalf, Misty had gone to great lengths to choose beautiful floral tributes for Sam and make sure they arrived at the funeral home on time.  
 
    The flowers of the third harvest were drenched in rich tones of rust and orange and mingled beautifully with the sprays of wheat, and the oak leaves that the florist protested against. After a slight altercation with Madam LeJeune, the florist relented and added the leaves to the bouquets. 
 
    The service was short and meaningful to Rowanne, who had discussed it at length with the pastor of her father’s church. Sam had fought tooth and nail against Rowanne, becoming a Wiccan, and had never recognized her right to her own spiritual beliefs.  
 
    “I forgive you, Daddy.” Rowanne sobbed quietly through the whole service while Ben sat close, frozen in fear by things he didn’t understand.  
 
    When the service ended, and Rowanne let go of his hand, Ben was the first one outside. 
 
    Over coffee and cake served in the reception room, Luke chatted with the stunned attendees from Sam’s engineering firm who showed up to pay their respects. None of them could believe Sam was dead, much less killed by a bear in the Louisiana Forest. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    After her father’s house was sold and Rowanne sorted and packed up what she wanted to keep, she and Ben moved into Gran’s house southeast of Houma in the bayou.  
 
    Ben thrived in the swamplands, and at night he hunted for food, snagging the odd duck or an unsuspecting ibis. He’d run along the banks startling the gators and making them splash into the water. 
 
    He loved Rowanne, and he loved his new life. 
 
      
 
    Fern Rose never emerged from the blaze at number seventeen Saint Gillian Street. She was burnt to a crisp and went to join her sister in Old Broadmoor Cemetery. 
 
    People say, on a quiet moonlit night in the far corner of the graveyard, you can still hear the Rose sisters arguing and calling each other names. 
 
    During his frequent visits to number seventeen, Josiah had taken a fancy to the cats. He alerted Claire to the homeless status of the feline trio, and Claire strolled down the street and had a word with the Fire Chief.  
 
    The Fire Chief was quite taken with Claire’s beauty and generous spirit and didn’t hesitate in handing over Endor, Morgan, and Cassandra without a fuss. 
 
    The three cats now enjoy a pampered life at number nine. 
 
      
 
    Forest Josiah LeJeune-Hyslop became the center of everyone’s world at number nine Saint Gillian Street. He smiled and cooed, and one day, when Charlotte was watching him, she swore he pointed a tiny finger, and the candle on the table lit up. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Author Notes: Oct 25 / 2019 
[image: A stack of flyers on a table  Description automatically generated]  
 
    Thank you for hanging out with Misty and the Magick and Mayhem gang. We hope you had a fun few hours reading the story. We planned this as a collaborative trilogy, but if you’d like to hear more about what’s happening at nine Saint Gillian Street, let us know. 
 
      
 
    And please, if you enjoyed the story, give it a rating and/or a review on Amazon. It not only helps us as the authors, but also other readers find something new to read.  
 
      
 
    As always, we love to hear from our readers. You can find us both on Facebook. JLMadore and Carolina Mac. And if you’re interested in other books we’ve written, Mom’s crime/action adventure series’ are on Amazon, here. And my romance series’ are on Amazon, here. 
 
      
 
    Blessed Be  
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
sxe7

S
THIRD SEMESTE

ER





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





